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SUBMISSION TO INQUIRY ON AUSTRALIA’S OVERSEAS AID AND DEVELOPMENT 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 

AID/WATCH 7TH FEBRUARY 2014 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
AID/WATCH welcomes the opportunity to respond to the call for submissions in response to Australia’s 
overseas aid and development assistance program. 
 
AID/WATCH is an independent watchdog that campaigns against the use of Australia’s aid budget to 
further Australia’s economic and security ‘national interests’.  We challenge foreign policy practices that 
undermine the ability of communities to determine their own futures, and promote development 
alternatives based on social and ecological justice.  
 
We work with communities in the Global South who have been adversely affected by Australia’s aid 
policy. We collaborate with movements and organisations in the Global South campaigning against a 
narrow vision of economic development which directly advantages the private sector and Australia’s 
commercial interest to the direct disadvantage of the poor and the environment. We seek to challenge 
these systems of inequality and injustice that are perpetuated through Australia’s aid and trade policies.  
 
In this submission, AID/WATCH argues strongly against the use of aid to primarily serve Australia’s 
national and commercial interests. Our arguments draw on extensive research that shows that pursuit 
of Australia’s interests often serves to further marginalise and disadvantage the poor whom the aid 
program purports to assist. AID/WATCH has exposed many cases of this, such as AusAID’s Land Reform 
programs in Melanesia and the Cambodia Railways Project.  
 
Our concerns are that programs which the Government is seeking to reduce or eliminate include 
programs which demonstrate merit in their commitment to poverty alleviation whilst many of those 
that remain directly benefit Australia’s private sector – such as the Mining for Development Initiative – 
which we will discuss in this submission.  
 
AID/WATCH is concerned with the emphasis on aid for trade and reports about shifts away from 
multilateral trade agreements, towards bilateral free trade agreements and this will be addressed in 
more detail.  
 
AID/WATCH also raises serious concerns about the administration, management and objectives of 
Australia’s aid program in relation to the integration of AusAID and the Department of Foreign Affairs 
(DFAT). 
 
Our submission provides a summary of eight key issues and our recommendations. Without adequate 
details from DFAT to clearly articulate which programs have been quarantined and which may be cut, 
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AID/WATCH is unable to comment in detail about the impacts of the changes to the aid program. We 
urge the Government to make these details more readily available. AID/WATCH has been a consistent 
critic of AusAID’s lack of transparency over a long period of time and we are disappointed to see that the 
Government has taken a backwards step on accountability and transparency.  

KEY ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Commercialisation of aid: AID/WATCH has long been an outspoken critic of the primary focus of 
Australia’s aid program being to support ‘national interest’ defined by security and economic 
considerations at the expense of poverty alleviation and environmental sustainability. This was also 
highlighted as an issue in the Government’s 2011 Independent Review of Aid Effectiveness. 
Subsequently, poverty alleviation was emphasised as the co-objective. The recent announcement 
that AusAID and DFAT will be amalgamated represents a backward step in recognising the negative 
effect of prioritising national interest in delivering aid. This agenda is being aggressively pursed, as 
reflected in the Government’s explanation of the amalgamation, which cites there is “…a need for 
greater alignment between the aid and diplomatic arms of Australia’s international policy agenda”.1  
 
AID/WATCH can identify numerous examples where aid spent in Australia’s national interest has 
been to detrimental to those it seeks to support. For example, AID/WATCH has repeated its ongoing 
concerns about the militarisation of aid in Iraq and Afghanistan, Land Reform programs in Papua 
New Guinea (PNG) and Vanuatu, the Mining for Development Initiative and the diversion of aid 
funds to onshore processing of asylum seekers.  
 
These examples demonstrate the pervasive practice of using aid to promote Australia’s strategic and 
commercial interests, also known as ‘Boomerang Aid’, where foreign aid money countries ends up 
funding Australian companies and consultants rather than those most in need.  

Recommendation: Boomerang Aid programs should not be considered as Official Development 
Assistance. Australians expect that spending on overseas development will contribute to poverty 
alleviation and will not be used as corporate welfare for Australian companies. 

2. OECD Guidelines: The OECD guidelines provide an international anchor on what may be defined as 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) , and the central tenement of the OECD is economic 
development and welfare. The OECD guidelines are broad and oftentimes contested. Where 
guidelines are vague, ‘economic development and welfare’ principles serve as a guide.  
 
Australia is currently the largest direct recipient of its own aid funding as a result of directing aid 
money towards the costs of sustaining the Government’s policy on asylum seekers and refugees. 
Australia’s punitive policy of mandatory detention and off-shore processing are internationally 
recognised as both inhumane and cruel. As a signatory to the Refugee Convention, Australia 
acknowledges the right of people to flee from persecution and Australia’s obligations to offer asylum 
to refugees. Instead we have witnessed a policy that seeks to punish those who are fleeing 
desperate situations and aid money is being used to bolster this.  AID/Watch argues that the 
Government’s commitment to using aid money for the persecution of refugees and asylum 
seekers is an inappropriate use of aid funding. There is no welfare component to Australia’s asylum 
seeker policy and the condemnation of those who seek refuge which would enable their economic 
development is counter to OECD guidelines. While the DAC guidelines allow for the use of aid money 

                                                             
1 Davies (2013). ‘Bending AusAID or breaking it?’. http://www.smh.com.au/national/public-service/bending-ausaid-or-breaking-it-20130929-2um04.html. 
Last accessed 06/02/14. 
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for the support and processing of refugees, the manner in which this is done and the policy which 
determines this must be taken into consideration.  
 
Policy decisions pertaining to where aid money is spent also appears to be happening on the basis of 
Australia’s asylum seeker policy where it is relevant overseas. In relation to PNG,  maintaining the 
size of the aid contribution as a bargaining ship for their co-operation with Australia on the Manus 
Island offshore processing centre is a clear example of making ‘national interests’ central to aid 
with little consideration of what relation this has to poverty alleviation.  Furthermore, recent news 
shows that the courts in PNG have ruled that there is legal standing to challenge whether the 
detention of asylum seekers at the Manus Island detention centre is constitutional2. Australia has 
been responsible for a policy which effectively sees PNG ignoring its own laws – counterproductive 
to other aid programs which emphasise effective governance.  
 
With reference to Sri Lanka, the Government’s contribution using the aid budget to the Sri Lankan 
government to prevent people from legally seeking asylum in Australia is dangerous and 
inappropriate. The Sri Lankan regime has been charged with alleged human rights abuses and war 
crimes against the Tamil minority who continue to face discrimination and continue to refuse an 
international enquiry into these claims.  Working directly with a regime accused of war crimes to 
assist them in ensuring that those who fear persecution are unable to flee is a gross misuse of aid 
money.  

Recommendation: Aid should not be linked to Australia’s punitive refugee policy either through 
spending in Australia or overseas. Aid should not be used as a bargaining chip to leverage deals for 
offshore processing. Adhere to OECD guidelines with regards to providing aid for economic 
development and welfare.  

3. Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): AID/WATCH considers the MDGs to be a limiting and 
narrow framework insofar as it fails to address and account for the systemic perpetuation of poverty 
and inequality. AID/WATCH sees this as allowing technical solutions for systemic problems which 
often do not fix the problem at its source. However, as an internationally recognised guide, it is 
important in providing some minimum standards and targets to guide the Australian aid program.  
 
Australia has made an international commitment to uphold the MDGs3 and recent government aid 
budget cuts threaten this commitment. The cuts to the aid program demonstrate that the programs 
that have been quarantined are those that do not demonstrate a clear link to the MDGs, for example 
the Mining for Development Initiative. The DFAT website claims that mining can indirectly support 
the achievement of all the MDGs in particular progress against MDG 1 (End Poverty and Hunger) is a 
stretch to make a corporate welfare program have relevance to the lives of the poor.4 

AID/WATCH’s long-running campaign – UnderMINING Sustainability -  investigates the Australian 
Governments ‘Mining for Development Initiative’ which promotes ‘sustainable’ mining through 
Australia’s apparent expertise. Our research shows that claims that such a program supports the 
MDGs are spurious. Mining projects have long been associated with what is referred to as the 
"resource curse": the dispossession of Indigenous peoples and other communities from their land; 
irreversible environmental destruction; increasing economic and social inequality; government 

                                                             
2
 http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-02-04/an-png-manus-transparency-international/5236528 

3 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (2014). ‘Millennium Development Goals. The fight against global poverty and inequality’. 

http://aid.dfat.gov.au/aidissues/mdg/Pages/home.aspx. Last accessed 06/02/14. 
4 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (2014). ‘Mining for Development’. http://aid.dfat.gov.au/aidissues/mining/Pages/home.aspx. Last accessed 
06/02/14. 
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corruption; corporate rent-seeking and violent conflicts. There is little evidence to demonstrate 
where mining has had a positive effect on peoples’ levels of poverty or indeed ‘lifted’ people out 
of poverty. Minimal effort has been made to articulate how large-scale mining, as promoted 
through the ‘Mining for Development Initiative’, is “sustainable”, either for economies or the 
environment. This is problematic, especially when the current context is considered, particularly our 
Governments’ responsibility to consider and respond to widespread protests in developing countries 
against large-scale mining projects involving Australian aid funding. In addition, claims of Australia’s 
expertise in environmentally safe mining can be called into question with numerous disasters 
involving Australian mining companies such as BHP Billiton’s Ok Tedi mine in PNG and Rio Tinto’s 
Panguna mine, also in PNG – where aid money is currently being used to urge the reopening of the 
mine.  

Recommendation: The Government should uphold its commitment to the MDG’s by ensuring all aid 
policy has the MDG’s clearly being addressed. The Government should eradicate programs and 
policies which do not comfortably link with the MDG’s such as the Mining for Development Initiative. 

4. Climate Change and Environmental Aid:  Before the 2012 Federal election, the Australian 
Government had bipartisan support to increase its emission reduction target above 5%. The 
Government’s announcement in November 20135 that Australia will not increase this target is based 
on a number of caveats, which will see Australia fall behind in international action. The Minister for 
the Environment Greg Hunt MP has said that Australia will only review its commitments in 2015, and 
only then if there are genuine, comparable and binding commitments by other countries.6 This 
delay, and use of the word ‘binding’, indicates that Australia only commits to observing what 
other countries decide rather than influencing a new climate agreement. This attitude of non-
action is reinforced by the Government’s recent announcements that there will be a complete 
defunding of international environmental programs. AID/WATCH denounces this decision.  

Recommendation: Environmental aid, including climate change adaptation funds should be added to 
the aid program as priority areas, and that the Government recognises Australia’s role as a key 
global polluter.  

5. Lifting living standards through ‘aid for trade’: This policy decision has not been adequately clarified 
and urgently needs to be rethought in light of the unequal nature of free trade agreements with 
countries in the Global South who give up much to gain very little. AID/WATCH also condemns the 
way in which aid is used as a bargaining chip to hasten negotiation of agreements which give little 
consideration to the true impacts of these on the poor.  
 
Studies show that aid for trade programs have had insignificant effects on poverty alleviation 
measures7 and the Government needs to consider the basis for going down this path in the name of 
‘poverty alleviation’. Free trade in and of itself is not a pathway to development and this assumption 
needs to be eroded.  Trade agreements have already led to increased inequality and an undercutting 
of government services both of which are counter to aid efforts to make a positive difference in the 
lives of the poor and marginalised.  
 

                                                             
5
 Taylor (2013). ‘Abbott government abandons emissions reduction target range’. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/12/abbott-government-

abandons-emissions-reduction-target-range. Last accessed 06/02/14. 
6
 Borschmann (2013). ‘Government abandons bi-partisan 2020 carbon targets’. http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/hunt-

unconditional-commitment-to-5/5087950. Last accessed 06/02/14. 
7
 Turner & Rovamaa (CAFOD) Aid for Trade: Reviewing EC and DfID Monitoring and Evaluation Practices 

http://www.traidcraft.co.uk/Resources/Traidcraft/Documents/PDF/tx/Aid%20for%20Trade%20Report%202012.pdf.pdf  
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Recommendation: The ‘aid for trade’ policy decision needs to be clarified and analysed in terms of its 
ability to be a method of poverty alleviation. The Government should reconsider pursuing bilateral 
trade agreements in the Pacific and cease the use of aid as a bargaining chip to further these 
negotiations.  
 

6.  Increased private sector involvement: AID/WATCH is concerned about the leveraging of private 
sector involvement in the aid program which already sees a disproportionate amount go back into 
the hands companies. Very little scrutiny and accountability exists around the ways in which 
Australian companies receive contracts and benefits through the aid program. One example of this is 
where 9 Australian mining companies received aid funding8 to subsidise their corporate welfare 
programs with very little examination of these mining companies, where at least one of them is 
allegedly guilty of human rights abuses and corruption in Africa. Too often we have seen a policy 
pushed with a clear advantage to the private sector with seemingly little thought given to the 
poverty alleviation component of the program. Not part of the aid program highlights this problem 
more efficiently than aid delivered through the private sector. There is a great body of evidence to 
show that development can actually have a negative effect on poverty, largely due to the fact the 
economic gains are often distributed unevenly resulting in more inequality between the rich and the 
poor.  
 
Recommendation: A significantly increased level of scrutiny and accountability needs to be applied 
to where the Government chooses to partner with the private sector. The Government should be 
aware that prioritising economic growth as an aid objective is unhelpful as economic growth is not 
always an indicator of poverty reduction.  
 

7. Accountability and Transparency:  It remains to be seen whether AusAID will exist as a separate 
entity within DFAT, as little information is currently known concerning the details of the merger. 
AID/WATCH anticipates that dissolving AusAID represents a move to mainstream aid policy and 
management that will result in a host of problems affecting aid effectiveness – one of the most 
significant being decreased accountability on the part of the aid administrators.  
 
The Government has made it clear that there will be significant cuts in personnel within the aid 
portfolio, which may result in an aid program being delivered by those in DFAT who do not have a 
nuanced understanding of development discourse and practice. This may also result in an aid 
program that is driven by short-term political and commercial interests, as the Government seeks to 
define and deliver a new – complicated – agenda that prioritises national interests as well as foreign 
diplomacy while delivering aid.  
 
Accountability and transparency may be compromised in the name of diplomacy and appropriate 
retention of diplomatically and nationally sensitive material. There has been some criticism that 
occurred in Canada, whose development agency CIDA was dissolved into its foreign ministry in 2013. 
The amalgamation occurred without any overarching aid and development policy framework and 
development has been sidelined to just two of the Ministry’s 15 pillars. 
 
 
Recommendation: For the Government to increase the regularity of information released about the 
aid program and be transparent about decision making processes. The Government must do this to 
enable aid administrators to deliver aid accountably and transparently within the new aid portfolio. 

                                                             
8 http://www.smh.com.au/money/tax/firms-use-tax-money-for-aid-projects-20130129-2ditd.html  
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8. Financial cuts to the aid program: Over the past 20 years, AID/WATCH has repeatedly stated that 

the Australian Government’s primary contribution to reducing global poverty should not be made by 
delivering aid, but by supporting reforms of global systems that entrench poverty, such as the global 
trade system. Accordingly, AID/WATCH does not automatically denounce a decrease in the 
expenditure of the aid program. Many of AusAID’s existing programs are wasteful and are run 
almost entirely to support Australian business and interests. What we are instead seeing is an 
increase in programs that support commercial interests and a decrease in important parts of the aid 
program such as health, climate and humanitarian initiatives. It is quite clear the reduction in size of 
the Australian aid program has been done without this evaluative process. It is evident that the least 
effective parts of the aid program, such as the Mining for Development Initiative and funds to deter 
asylum seekers, will be retained at the expense of more effective programs, such as programs aimed 
at lifting global labour standards or health and humanitarian initiatives.  
 
Similarly, decreases in multilateral aid appear to have been selective with some of the stronger 
partnerships for example with the ILO and WHO being eradicated. Whilst many issues exist with the 
implementation of aid through multilateral agencies, they play an undeniably important role in 
working to eradicate poverty. 
 
AID/WATCH also has strong concerns about the timing of these cuts so far into the financial year. 
This timing compromises the effectiveness of existing programs. Agencies, especially overseas 
implementing partners, who have planned their financial year’s programs, are now having to revise 
these programs with only two months remaining in the financial year. Some have commented that 
the timing of the cuts is actually more damaging than the cuts themselves. 
 
Recommendation: The Government must take timing into consideration in the current and future 
administration of the aid program, particularly where changes such as budget cuts are made. 
AID/WATCH asserts that any streamlining of the aid budget should be done to better reflect anti-
poverty projects, with those projects that directly, and purposefully benefit Australian commercial 
interests being cut.  
 
 

CONCLUSION: SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Recommendation: Boomerang Aid programs should not be considered as Official Development 
Assistance. Australians expect that spending on overseas development will contribute to poverty 
alleviation and will not be used as corporate welfare for Australian companies. 

2. Recommendation: Aid should not be linked to Australia’s punitive refugee policy either through 
spending in Australia or overseas. Aid should not be used as a bargaining chip to leverage deals 
for offshore processing. Adhere to OECD guidelines with regards to providing aid for economic 
development and welfare.  

3. Recommendation: The Government should uphold its commitment to the MDG’s by ensuring all 
aid policy has the MDG’s clearly being addressed. The Government should eradicate programs 
and policies which do not comfortably link with the MDG’s such as the Mining for Development 
Initiative. 

4. Recommendation: Environmental aid, including climate change adaptation funds should be 
added to the aid program as priority areas, and that the Government recognises Australia’s role 
as a key global polluter.  
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5. Recommendation: The ‘aid for trade’ policy decision needs to be clarified and analysed in terms 
of its ability to be a method of poverty alleviation. The Government should reconsider pursuing 
bilateral trade agreements in the Pacific and cease the use of aid as a bargaining chip to further 
these negotiations.  

6. Recommendation: A significantly increased level of scrutiny and accountability needs to be 
applied to where the Government chooses to partner with the private sector. The Government 
should be aware that prioritising economic growth as an aid objective is unhelpful as economic 
growth is not always an indicator of poverty reduction.  

7. Recommendation: For the Government to increase the regularity of information released about 
the aid program and be transparent about decision making processes. The Government must do 
this to enable aid administrators to deliver aid accountably and transparently within the new aid 
portfolio. 

8. Recommendation: The Government must take timing into consideration in the current and future 
administration of the aid program, particularly where changes such as budget cuts are made. 
AID/WATCH asserts that any streamlining of the aid budget should be done to better reflect anti-
poverty projects, with those projects that directly, and purposefully benefit Australian commercial 
interests being cut.  
 

Thulsi Narayanasamy 

Director 

AID/WATCH 

thulsi@aidwatch.org.au  
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