International Development Committee, Effectiveness of UK Aid – Written evidence from Health Poverty
Action
1.

Health Poverty Action is an international NGO that acts in solidarity with health workers, activists and
communities worldwide to improve health and challenge the causes of poverty. We currently work
across eighteen countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America.

2.

We welcome the opportunity to submit evidence to this inquiry exploring the effectiveness of UK Aid.
We respond in particular to the following questions outlined in the terms of reference for this inquiry:
 How should the national interest be defined, and what weight should it be given, in relation
to targeting UK aid?
 The definition and administration of UK aid – who should be responsible, and accountable,
for targeting and spending aid?
 How effective and transparent is the UK aid spent by the Department for International
Development (DFID) compared to aid allocated to other Government departments and to
the cross-Government funds?

3.

As an international development organisation based in the UK, and having worked with DFID for many
years delivering projects to some of the world’s most marginalised communities, we have an interest
in the future work of DFID and how it works with, and relates to, other Government departments.

Context - Recent shifts in UK Aid towards ‘mutual prosperity’
1.

In recent statements, the UK Government has signalled an increasing emphasis towards ‘mutual
prosperity’ within the allocation of UK Aid. There is no set definition for mutual prosperity, but it
broadly refers to using UK aid to ‘generate economic and commercial benefits both for recipient
countries and for the UK’. While this is not a new phenomenon within the UK’s aid spending, the
Independent Commission for Aid Impact (ICAI) indicates that the focus on mutual prosperity has been
intensifying in recent years. This is especially the case following the UK’s 2016 vote to leave the
European Union, suggesting that this shift could be related to the perceived need to reposition Britain
internationally after Brexit1.

2.

In their recent report, ICAI highlighted serious concerns in their assessment of the use of UK Aid to
enhance mutual prosperity, stating that this could result in a. a lower share of UK Aid being allocated to the world’s poorest countries or poorest people
as a focus on mutual prosperity could ‘skew the allocation of resources of aid towards
countries of sectors where the UK has commercial interests, rather than those with the
greatest impact on poverty’ serving to undermine the UK’s commitment to ‘leave no one
behind’.
b. Economic growth for the UK and partner country business but not for poorer countries
themselves.
c. Benefits smaller than what could have been expected through more ‘traditional’ aid, for
example by staff ‘prioritising interventions with a relatively lower poverty reduction benefit
in order to secure benefits to the UK’.
d. The undermining of poverty reduction as a global development norm2.

3.

Examples of the shift towards mutual prosperity are evident in some of the UK Government’s recent
activities. For example, DFID funded the £15 million African Investment Summit that took place in
London earlier this year despite concerns that the event focussed too much on trade as opposed to
poverty alleviation3. There has been scaled up funding for the CDC – the UK’s development finance
institution4, and increased allocation of UK Aid money to non-DFID departments such as the Foreign
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and Commonwealth Office (FCO), the Home Office and Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy5. There have also been recent moves to integrate the work of DFID and the FCO –
both departments now share a junior ministerial team and DFID country directors also now report to
the FCO 6. Each of these examples risk eroding UK Aid’s contribution to tackling poverty and
inequality.
4.

In the below, we highlight two associated concerns with a mutual prosperity approach to UK Aid in
order to respond to the Terms of Reference – the focus of national interest in the targeting and
spending of UK Aid, and the implications of this shift for departmental responsibility of administering
and targeting UK Aid.

The role of national interest in the targeting of UK Aid
1.

As we outline in our arguments below, national interest should not be given weight in approaches to
allocating UK Aid. UK Aid must instead remain fully focused on its mandate of poverty alleviation, and
its vital function of global redistribution and compensation, particularly in the context of the COVID19 pandemic.

2.

Pursuing the national interest through UK aid risks directly undermining poverty alleviation. For
example, the cross-governmental Prosperity Fund’s ‘Better Health Programme’ has stated that it has a
secondary ‘benefit’ to ‘create opportunities for international and UK businesses’ in its activity, whilst
also working to strengthen health systems7. Yet for-profit companies' involvement in health systems is
often associated with people needing to pay out-of-pocket for services, which pushes 100 million
people into extreme poverty each year8. It is not clear how the programme will ensure it does not
contribute to deepening poverty directly through healthcare costs, or indirectly through increasing
costs to governments, by involving more UK and global companies in the health systems of countries
where the programme is active. Either of these scenarios would be an unacceptable use of UK aid,
clearly prioritising the national interest whilst risking the growth of poverty.

3.

National interest approaches which privilege UK businesses at the expense of prioritising aims around
poverty alleviation also risk returning to ‘tied aid’ - where aid must be used to procure goods and
services from the provider of the aid9, despite the UK Government’s stated commitment to not use
‘tied aid’.10 The UK Government’s increased channelling of UK aid through for-profit contractors11, and
often Northern and UK-based consultancy firms12, runs counter to efforts to strengthen country
ownership. This applies to all national interest approaches which privilege UK companies in allocating
aid and is especially the case when considered alongside the end of traditional budget support to
countries, a mechanism which supported country governments directly13.

4.

Moreover, the idea that the UK should economically and commercially benefit from UK Aid fails to
recognise the many ways in which the UK already profits from its relations with countries in the
Global South. These relations stretch back to the legacy of colonialism but also include more recent
structures which embed global power imbalances, such as unfair global tax and trade rules, and the
repatriation of multinational company profits. It is these forms of structural inequality that can be
found at the root of poverty worldwide.
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5.

The UK Government plays key role in shaping and benefitting from many of these structures. For
example, a large proportion of the money extracted from the Global South is through illicit financial
flows such as tax evasion and avoidance14 - the British government bears special responsibility in
this regard since collectively our Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies form the largest
network of tax havens in the world15. Other examples include the UK Government and UK private
companies benefitting from loan repayments made by Global South countries as a result of increased
loan making following the global debt crisis of 200816. In addition, the cost of the climate crisis is
falling disproportionately on Global South countries who did very little to contribute to it17.

6.

It is possible to calculate the cost of this extraction to poorer countries. For example, research
conducted by Health Poverty Action and allies found that in 2015, $203 billion was extracted from
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) annually. This was either directly – mainly through corporations repatriating
profits and by illegally moving money out of the continent – or by costs inflicted by the rest of the
world through the climate crisis18. This amount is more than is needed annually to ensure a healthy
and full life for all citizens of SSA19. This research also demonstrated that the amount of money being
extracted from the region each year far outweighed the amount of money going in to SSA through aid
and other inflows. Figures from the report showed that while $203 billion was being extracted, only
$161.6 billion was coming into the region, leaving SSA with a net annual deficit of $41.3 billion20.

7.

The table below demonstrates these flows and the net annual deficit calculated –

8.

In this context, aid cannot not be seen as a ‘generous handout’ but a vital form of redistribution or
compensation for the losses poorer countries incur at the hands of global north institutions,
corporations and governments, including those in the UK. The idea of mutual benefit and national
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interests in UK Aid fails to account for this, and risks extracting more from the countries the UK works
with serving to further entrench poverty and inequality in these countries.
9.

This evidence also demonstrates that in order to address poverty worldwide, the UK Government
must go beyond aid to address the root causes of poverty and inequality. Specifically, they must start
to address the unfair global power dynamics, policies and practises that allow for the extraction of
wealth from the world’s poorest countries - resources which themselves would be enough to ensure a
healthy life for citizens of Global South countries.

Departmental responsibility and accountability to targeting and administering UK Aid
1.

To reiterate, it is clear that UK Aid must remain focussed on the alleviation of poverty. Given this, it is
important to note that DFID is the only UK department legally bound by the International
Development Act of 2002 which has poverty reduction enshrined as the main purpose of the UK aid21.

2.

Furthermore, there have been serious concerns raised over the use of UK Aid money when
administered through other government departments, which as outlined earlier, has been increasing
in recent years. One example of this includes the administering and targeting of UK Aid through the
Conflict, Security and Stability Fund (CSSF) strategically managed by the National Security Council22.
Various group have raised concerns with the use of UK Aid money through this function including The
Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy23, ICAI and numerous human rights groups such as
Reprieve24. Such concerns include 



A lack of political leadership and accountability
A lack of transparency around objectives, operation, success and human rights risk
assessments25
Concerns that CSSF programmes could be related to human rights abuses, such as funding
counter narcotic programmes in countries where the death penalty is still applied to drug
related offenses26.

3.

ICAI gave the CSSF an ‘amber/red’ rating in their assessment of the fund in 2018 demonstrating its
poor performance at addressing conflict, instability and insecurity, and at promoting sustainable
peace, stability and security27. Since then, various improvements have been made as highlighted in
ICAI’s follow up report in 2019, although serious concerns still apply28.

4.

Another example comes from increased funding through the CDC - the UK’s development finance
institution. A recent report by Global Justice Now highlights the worrying investments made in the
name of UK Aid through the CDC which often invests through intermediary companies registered in
tax havens, contributing to illicit financial flows; invests in fossil fuels contributing to the climate crisis;
and fails to sufficiently assess the complexity of development impacts of its work. For example, its
impact assessment mostly measures the rate of return and the number of jobs created without a
proper analysis of what kind of jobs are created and for who29. In their 2019 review of the CDC, ICAI
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also noted a lack of transparency and accountability in the delivery of their work, giving the institution
an ‘amber/red’ rating highlighting poor performance in the effectiveness of their investments, and
their processes around learning and innovation30.
5.

We do not suggest that DFID itself does not have areas of improvement in the delivery, accountability
and transparency in its work. For example, the 2018 Aid Transparency Index made a series of
suggestions on how DFID could improve such as making improvements to its publication of contracts
and tenders and encouraging the publishing of more data. However, it is also the case that DFID was
scored ‘very good’ in this same index ranking third out of the 45 agencies assessed worldwide, as
opposed to the FCO who scored ‘poor’ ranking 40 out of 453132.

Recommendations
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1.

The UK Government has a responsibility to ensure UK Aid retains a focus on poverty alleviation.
National interest arguments should not be given weight in the allocation of aid, as they risk
undermining poverty alleviation, weaken country ownership, and ignore the structural imbalances
which influence global poverty, and in which the UK plays a role. In this context, UK Aid should be
seen as a form of compensation.

2.

Given DFID’s unique mandate on poverty alleviation, and the issues of effectiveness, transparency
and accountability raised in the administering and targeting of UK Aid through other government
departments, DFID remains best placed to administer UK Aid.

3.

However, in order to truly address poverty around the world, the UK Government must act beyond
aid. Specifically, they must start to address the unfair global power dynamics, policies and practises
that allow for the extraction of wealth from the world’s poorest countries - resources which
themselves would be enough to ensure a healthy life for citizens of Global South countries. This
includes addressing unfair trade rules and tax practises, the unfair allocation of responsibility and
costs of mitigating the climate crisis to countries who did not create it, and loan making
approaches amongst others. This requires robust measures for policy coherence to address UK polices
which create and maintain poverty around the world. There are a range of
options for such mechanisms, suggestions can be found in evidence to the Committee’s previous
Beyond Aid inquiry we submitted on behalf of Action for Global Health33 but these must include high
level political commitment, mechanisms for coordination, and robust monitoring and assessment.
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