
�Beyond aid dependence: The challenge at the Accra High Level Forum

Southern countries require much more than aid to develop sustainably and equitably. When harnessed 

by southern countries to support national development strategies developed in a participatory and 

accountable manner, aid can be vital in the fight against poverty and injustice.  However aid has been 

used to pressure southern countries to adopt policies that undermine their sovereignty, and other policies 

and practices of donor governments and multinationals can undermine development efforts. 

We must find forms of international cooperation that support southern countries to achieve self-sufficient 

financing of their own development strategies, ensure effective control over and sustainable management 

of their natural resources, and assert democratic control over their own public policies. We need to talk 

about aid justice as well as aid effectiveness. And when we talk about aid justice, we must also talk about 

gender justice, trade justice, tax justice, ecological and  climate justice.

The challenge for Accra is to find ways in which aid regimes can be democratized and made more 

accountable to the poor and excluded citizens of the global south. Accra must agree a credible, time-

bound and monitorable process to ensure that aid  itself can contribute to the end of aid dependency. 

The Paris Declaration is not enough

The Paris Declaration represents a useful, but limited, attempt to deal with persistent problems of aid quality 

and purpose. However, the targets do not go far enough and key political issues such as conditionality, 

gender equality and untying aid are left out altogether. The Paris Declaration is insufficient to motivate 

real change because it does not address the power imbalances inherent in development cooperation.  

Fundamental problems of aid cannot be dealt with at a purely technical level: they require a change in 

political mindset, structures and relationships.  We must move from a donor-beneficiary model to an equal 

partnership where southern citizens and governments lead their own development efforts within a broader 

perspective that takes into account the inter-linkages of aid with trade, finance, investment and debt.
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1  Process matters: moving the aid reform process to a more 
equal, transparent and representative forum

The UN, with support from other relevant institutions such as the OECD, should play a leading role 

in international discussions on aid and should host the next High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness 

in 2011.

The negotiations leading up to Accra have demonstrated the huge weakness of housing the aid reform 

process in the OECD - a donor club.  In effect, donors have negotiated amongst themselves, whilst critical 

issues raised time and again by southern governments and civil society have been sidelined or ignored.  

ActionAid has long called for the aid reform process to be moved to a more representative institution 

which would allow: 

 

 Fair negotiations, with donors and southern governments having an equal stake;

 Effective oversight, monitoring and enforcement to ensure that commitments are followed through, 

and a mechanism for raising and addressing complaints;

 Independent analysis, and the opportunity for exchange of experiences and strengthening the voice all 

stakeholders through an inclusive global dialogue;

 Inclusive, transparent and representative discussions, with a strong role for civil society, local 

governments, parliamentarians and other stakeholders, particularly women’s rights organisations. 

The inauguration of the UN Development Cooperation Forum (DCF) provides space for donors, southern 

governments, civil society representatives and other stakeholders to discuss, monitor and review the 

current aid architecture and processes. The UN DCF can have a leading role in future discussions around 

development effectiveness. 

Women’s Rights should be at the centre of all aid discussions 
and practices

Existing indicators tracking gender equality outcomes, as agreed at international level, must be a 

key part of mutual accountability and transparency.

In Accra, governments need to reaffirm that equality between men and women is a central end as well as a 

powerful means of development. Most development aid does not mainstream gender effectively and very 

little aid is specifically targeted at achieving gender equality and women’s rights. Donors must recognize 

that financing for development cannot be neutral in terms of gender. 

Donors as well as southern governments have a mutual obligation and responsibility to monitor and 

comply with the commitments made through UN processes and human rights conventions, including 

those specifically addressing women’s rights (such as the Beijing Platform for Action and the Convention 

on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) among others). These must be 

seen as governments’ mutual obligations not as aid conditionalities.
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2 Making aid truly accountable and transparent

At Accra, donors and southern governments should commit to signing up to international principles 

of transparency.  This means proactively and publicly providing timely and accessible information 

on aid processes, programmes and negotiations.

As we have argued in our Real Aid reports, the deep-seated problems in the aid system stem from 

an imbalance of accountability with ‘upwards’ accountability to donors prioritised over ‘downwards’ 

accountability to the poor countries and people aid is supposed to help. Improving the accountability of 

aid is fundamental and will help ensure that aid priorities are truly owned by recipient countries. Improving 

the accountability of donors offers one of the surest routes to tackling persistent aid problems such as aid 

volatility and unpredictability, as well as ending damaging practices such as economic policy conditionality 

and the tying of aid to donor goods and services.

One key indicator of accountability is the development of country-level, open and transparent multi-

stakeholder mechanisms to be developed which enable citizens groups - with particular attention to 

women, people living with disability and HIV, minority groups and indigenous people - to hold their 

governments and donors to account for the use of aid.

The need for far greater transparency in aid processes has been one of the main priorities of international 

civil society and recipient countries for the Accra process. Transparency is a prerequisite for democratic 

ownership and real participation and accountability in aid processes. The Publish What You Fund initiative 

which will be launched in Accra provides a key mechanism for agreeing high standards that can ensure 

that access to information on aid is guaranteed as a right for all citizens.

3 Key improvements to aid that should be agreed at Accra

Make Technical Assistance 100% demand-driven and aligned to country strategies

Southern countries have made the reform of Technical Assistance – consultants, research and training 

- one key demand for Accra.  According to the OECD, 25% of aid is provided as Technical Assistance 

and this rises to 50% if you include that which is embedded in other projects. Technical Assistance has, 

on the whole, proved notoriously ineffective, is often over-priced, has helped perpetuate donor control 

over technical knowledge, and often results in programming that follows donors’ commercial and political 

interests instead of national priorities. The Paris Indicator on Technical Assistance should be strengthened 

to ensure that it is truly demand-driven and country-led. Worryingly, the methodology used to measure 

the Paris Declaration rewards countries that do not discriminate in favour of domestic firms.  The right of 

recipient contracts to contract according to their needs must be respected.

Commit to ending all donor-imposed policy conditions and the use of aid to support foreign and 

economic policy priorities and interests, including untying all aid

In other vitally important areas such as conditionality, tied aid and aid allocation, further reform needs to 
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be agreed at Accra. The space allowed to governments to determine their own national growth paths has 

been denied by the use of economic policy conditions. However, there are still no international agreements 

on this pressing issue. 

The ‘tying’ of aid to the procurement of donor goods and services inflates costs, slows down delivery and 

reduces the flexibility of southern countries to direct aid where it is most needed. The primary beneficiaries 

of this practice are firms and consultants in donor countries. Whilst donors have made some efforts to 

reform, they have excluded key areas such as food aid and technical assistance from their agreements. 

The current global food crisis makes reform of food aid an overwhelming moral imperative. 

4 Beyond aid: creating a coherent global anti-poverty effort

The aid effectiveness agenda is one part of the broader Financing For Development agenda to be 

discussed in Doha this year.  If, by effective aid we mean aid that makes an impact and reduces poverty, 

then the lack of coherence between development policies and other rich country policies affecting the 

south is perhaps the biggest single threat to aid effectiveness. For example:

 Total aid to poor farmers in developing countries in 2006 amounted to only US $3.9bn, while subsidies 

to rich commercial farmers in the OECD in the same year amounted to US $349bn.

 Official Development Assistance reached US $104bn in 2007, but outflows in the form of illicit capital 

flight, mostly tax avoidance and evasion by multinational companies facilitated by offshore tax havens 

and banking secrecy, have been estimated at US $500-800bn a year.

 The UNFCCC estimates the costs to developing countries of coping with climate change, overwhelmingly 

caused by CO2 emissions in rich countries, at US $67bn per year. It is essential that these costs, which 

would eat up more than half of current ODA, must be met through new and additional funding by rich 

countries. 

Governments participating in the Accra and Doha processes must agree a step change in efforts to 

improve aid quantity and quality. They must move further and faster to bring development policies 

into alignment with the needs and aspirations of developing countries. Equally, they must also agree 

fundamental changes to “anti-development” policies, such as those on trade, climate change, and tax 

evasion and avoidance.

Not so long ago, millions of people mobilised to “Make Poverty History” yet it seems the international 

community has not yet mustered the political will or the courage to stop poverty. Accra and Doha provide 

us with another chance. If we waste it, citizens and civil society across the world will become increasingly 

disillusioned with the fight against poverty. We all have a shared interest in making sure that this does not 

happen.


