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Summary
Effective aid requires as much investing in relationships as in managing money. Thus, development organisations, including DFID, need to change the way they work to manage better the multiple partnerships that the Accra Agenda for Action recognises is at the core of the aid business.  In relation to the subject matter of the Inquiry, the implications include the following:
(i) There is no evidence that spending more money with less staff will deliver better results. Because achieving impact requires investing in relationships, development organisations need to support their staff to do this. At the moment, the opposite is happening. 

(ii) In multiple sets of relationships there will be different ideas about what is success and how to achieve it and this should be reflected in methodologies for defining and assessing the impact of aid. While there are some arguments for better co-ordination and more efficient use of resources, a balance has to be struck with encouraging diverse points of view for solving complex problems. 

(iii) Helpful procedural harmonisation should not mean assuming there is only a single diagnosis and solution to any complex problem, an assumption that would hamper innovation and squeeze out alternative perspectives, particularly in contexts of unequal power relations.  
(iv) In addition to measuring results, donors need to assess the quality of relations at project/programme, country and international levels against indicators agreed with partners that could be regularly reviewed and widely commented upon. 

(v) On aid conditionality, decisions need to be made on a case by case basis on the advice of well-informed country offices whose staff regularly get out of the capital city and listen to different points of view, particularly of people living in poverty.
(vi) Accountable states depend on empowered citizens. When selecting the aid instruments they use, what they fund and how they deploy staff, donors should always be mindful of the implications for strengthening active citizenship.
(vii) Development organisations also need to be more accountable to UK citizens through encouraging an intelligent conversation as to the real challenges and limitations of aid. 
Introduction

1.
I am grateful for the invitation to make a submission to the APPG on Debt, Trade and Aid. My submission is based on a long career in international development, including as Chief Social Development Adviser in DFID.  Since 2002 I have been a Research Fellow at IDS. Among my publications is ‘Relationships for Aid’.
 My research and consultancy activities have included working with bilateral aid agencies (DFID, Sida, SDC) multilateral (World Bank, IFAD, UNIFEM) non-governmental organisations (Oxfam, Plan) as well as with the OECD Development Assistance Committee Networks on Poverty, Governance and Gender.  In each case, the focus has been on how development organisations can become more effective in achieving their goals of supporting states and citizens reduce poverty and support the realisation of rights.  

2.
There is a high level of frustration among the staff in these organisations. They complain of a contradiction between their organisational goals and what they are being asked to spend their time upon. They feel oppressed and discouraged that their efforts to make aid more effective in reducing poverty are under-mined by their own senior management who in turn have to respond to the pressures of those financing them.
3.
The expectations of Parliament concerning international aid performance equally influence DFID’s behaviour. The Inquiry is also important because DFID in turn effects those it finances – NGOs and multilaterals – and then down the aid chain these have a crucial influence on the behaviour and objectives of those they in turn are financing. Furthermore, DFID’s influence spreads even to those whom it does not finance – for example, among other bilateral aid agencies. What DFID does today, smaller agencies such as Swedish Sida, do tomorrow.  It matters how the UK government thinks and behaves with respect to aid policy and practice.
4.
The Accra Agenda for Action states that ‘Aid is about building partnerships for development’
.  The Paris Declaration marked a break though with donors at last appreciating that they had to change their behaviour with partners for aid to be effective.  It is a great step forward but, not withstanding their importance, changed behaviour means more than harmonising procedures and ensuring predictability of aid flows – a matter I leave to other submissions. It also means changing to become equipped at managing multiple sets of relationships tackling very complex problems of structural poverty and failure of governance in highly varied contexts.  
5.
Thus my submission addresses the first four of the subject matters in the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference through the lens of the organisational changes required to make aid more effective. 

What do we know about the impact of aid and where are the major gaps in our knowledge?

6.
Current approaches to effective aid assume that we are in control and that change is predictable -  that is if you do X, Y follows.  Sometimes this is the case for aid programmes, for example, mass immunisation campaigns and impregnated bed-nets are two frequently cited cases. While difficult and demanding to organise, the programmes’ pre-set objectives can be more or less fully achieved, provided the appropriate resources are made available and adequate organisational arrangements are put in place. Chapman, writing about the public sector in the UK, has termed this kind of challenge or problem as a ‘difficulty’. This means there is broad agreement on the nature of the problem, some mutual understanding of what a solution would look like and the problem is bounded in terms of the time and resources required for its resolution.

7.
However, much of what international aid sets out to do with its partners involves what Chapman would refer to as a ‘mess’.  Unlike difficulties, messes are characterised by no clear agreement among those involved or affected about exactly what the problem is; uncertainty and ambiguity as to how improvements might be made; and limitless in terms of the time and resources they could absorb.  Working with messes requires a different organisational response than working with difficulties. Today international aid organisations largely act as if they were tackling difficulties rather than messes and thus direct staff to respond inappropriately to the challenges they are facing.
8.
Thus a major gap in our knowledge concerns what really happens as distinct from how staff and official evaluations report what happens. Development practitioners find room for manoeuvre to invest in the relationships which experience tells them is more likely to deliver positive change when working with complex problems - messes. However, when reporting upwards they may re-frame achievements as linear cause-effect outcomes, rendering invisible the importance of relationships that management does not recognise.   
9.
A staff member told me the most effective initiatives he had funded in a conflict-ridden country involved supporting relationship building at the local level. He was hiding this from his line manager because these initiatives ran counter to what management had set out to do in its pre-determined objectives.  Another told me she believed many of her agency’s most effective country-level interventions in support of gender equality had not been reported because they concerned investing in relationships, rather than in achieving the kind of outcomes that had been incorporated in the logical frameworks.  A consultant working on a bilateral project in Africa that explores how formal institutional structures such as parliament interact with networks that aim to strengthen the voice of marginalised communities revealed that when completing an output-to-purpose review, DFID country office staff may have formally represented the project as different from how they knew it to be so as to conform with linear cause-effect thinking about aid effectiveness.  At a seminar in The Hague on complexity approaches to aid effectiveness, officials cited an evaluation of a Tanzania District Development Programme. While it failed to achieve its pre-set objectives, it nevertheless produced very interesting and positive side effects in relation to strengthening civil society – effects that were not reported upon because they were unanticipated.  
10.
While this confirms my own country-based experience, information about what makes effective aid is still anecdotal. For it to be investigated systematically requires organisations such as DFID to re-think what works and what doesn’t work in tackling the complex problems of structural poverty and weak governance. Instead of asking these questions, DFID is imposing ever tighter control on the organisations – NGOs and multilaterals – that it finances.  At a recent workshop with staff from one such organisation, there was intense frustration that DFID was playing a leading role among the organisation’s donors in insisting that all results be couched in terms of quantifiable time-bound indicators – numbers of hectares irrigated or miles of roads built.  ‘If we report just against these indicators’, staff commented, ‘how can we show the impact of the work we do with poor peoples’ associations in helping them gain a voice at national and international policy negotiations?’ 
The Paris Declaration 
11.
The Paris Declaration is a potentially useful framework for making aid work better for people living in poverty. It is not its principles that are at issue but rather the manner in which these are implemented along with the other changes in international aid practice that are connected with the Paris agenda – such as reductions in staff capacity that are associated with programmatic rather than project spending or the diversion of staff capacity to developing the management systems for alignment and harmonisation. 

12.
In an international workshop on gender equality and aid effectiveness, one staff member based in a country office lamented that she had spent two years working on harmonising procurement systems; she was frustrated because she saw little connection between this and  making a positive difference to people’s lives. Yet, putting people at the centre of the international aid agenda has always been a challenge. The rhetoric of the glossy booklets has been contradicted by bureaucratic incentives. Organisations tend to forget that effective aid means supporting locally owned processes of change and prioritising the appropriate human and financial resources to make that happen. 
13. 
Harmonisation and alignment do not necessarily mean the deployment of certain aid modalities. Nevertheless, theoretical efficiency arguments favour sector wide programmatic support rather than small targeted interventions –e.g. with civil society – although these latter may have greater impact for social change.  Diversity of approaches and voices in policy debates may be minimised for the same reason – and those with less power may be excluded. Results and therefore strategies to achieve these are set by those with a seat at the table and even when there is concrete evidence of success of an aid intervention, for example towards gender equality, this may be disregarded and not built upon if it does not fit the priorities of those with decision-making power to judge what a result is. 

14.
While there are obvious arguments for better co-ordination and more efficient use of resources, a balance has to be struck between this and encouraging diverse points of view for solving messes – complex problems.  Both consensus and contestation are equally drivers of pro-poor change. If the former dominates, there may be a tendency to look for a single diagnosis and solution. This excludes creative dialogue and the collaborative challenging of implicit assumptions about how the world works.  It closes down innovation and constrains imagination. In situations of unequal power relations or inequality of access to information, this risk is particularly high with all the resultant negative consequences of ‘group think’.
15.
More long term grant support to autonomous research institutions (donors tend to use these primarily for short term consultancy work) would strengthen capacity for evidence-based policy making driven by locally generated, rather than donor-generated, agendas.

Conditions

16.
The premise of the best selling self-help book ‘I’m OK, You’re OK’ is that to improve a relationship with someone requires changing your own behaviour, rather than trying to change the behaviour of the other.  For this reason, letting recipient countries own the aid they are given is definitely a better option than donor ownership. Nevertheless, aid is a politically negotiated process in contexts in which recipient governments are often relatively fragile composed of coalitions of competing and possibly elitist interests. These are contexts in which many of the country’s citizens are not only excluded from influencing policy but may either have no sense of belonging to a nation state or see the state only as a predator.   Donors’ detailed policy conditions or benchmarks against a performance assessment matrix are not likely to change this situation. Rather, donors need to focus their attention on supporting effective state building that provides opportunities for the development of more broad-based country ownership.. 
17.
At the same time, policy dialogue could be expanded from meetings with government officials (often behind closed doors) to donors becoming more transparent participants in policy debates with diverse national actors. In any democratic state there are legitimate differences in opinions about how to reduce poverty. Donors’ voices should be there alongside others.  No one in the UK would expect everyone to sign up to a national consensus on such a difficult policy issue. Why should it be different in aid recipient countries? 

18
Staff must be encouraged to understand the specific context they are working in through investing time in building relationships with different individuals, organisations and networks. 
 Donor staff  need to engage with diverse citizens’ groups (not

just those in the capital city) as well as with government officials, including front line workers, so they can improve their understanding of what is happening and what is driving or blocking change. Direct – as distinct from hands-off - involvement in providing financial support is a learning opportunity. Among other important ways to increase understanding of the local context are facilitated immersions, where staff learn firsthand from the country’s excluded and marginalised citizens.  
19.
This means re-visiting the proposition that more money can be spent more effectively with fewer front-line staff.  The recent IDC report points out that countries in which DFID  now operates are increasingly more fragile ones and therefore likely to be more labour-intensive. I strongly concur with the select committee’s view that it would be regrettable if "efficiency" measures actually made the Department less effective
. 
Increasing Accountability

20
 Accountable states depend on empowered citizens and donors should seek to strengthen active citizenship when selecting the aid instruments they use, what they fund and how they deploy staff.  At the same time, aid instruments should strengthen not only the capacity of citizens to make claims, but also the capacity of the aid recipient state to respond.  
21.
Equally more is required for donor governments to be accountable to their citizens back home. Most of these citizens have no direct contact with the world of aid. They must believe what they are told by those with an interest in the matter – government and non-governmental aid agencies. The public largely receives a simplified and, I believe, unhelpful impression of how aid works. For example, the role of front line workers is rarely emphasised through fear that taxpayers or those giving voluntarily would interpret this as an “administrative overhead”, rather than as people making a difference through effectively managing relationships.
22.
Assuming that society or the economy is a predictable machine provides an illusion of being in control. It encourages governments to imagine they are more powerful than they are and distances senior management from the reality and challenges of aid. It prevents serious organisational learning.  It has also led to donor governments and big international NGOs making untenable claims about how and what aid can achieve.  By misrepresenting to the public what aid can do and not do, aid organisations undermine their own effectiveness. Accountability for aid means encouraging citizens in the UK and other donor countries to understand there are rarely quick win wins. Through means such as citizens’ juries, school curricula and informed mass media discussions, people in OECD countries need to debate about what indeed can make aid more effective.  
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