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INTRODUCTION
The UK Government and public are rightly proud 
of our aid. We are the most generous donor in the 
G20 and provide some of the best aid in the world. 
UK aid helps families fleeing Syria and Myanmar, 
tackles conflict and climate change, immunises 
children from preventable diseases, funds cutting 
edge research, and supports millions of women 
and girls facing violence in their communities.

At the same time, UK aid is changing.  The 
devasting impact of Covid-19 on the UK economy 
will mean that we will be spending less on Official 
Development Assistance (ODA). The newly formed 
Foreign and Commonwealth Development Office 
(FCDO) will have an opportunity to prioritise aid 
programmes which deliver value for money and 
are focused on ending extreme poverty.

New global challenges mean that different parts 
of government need to work together to meet the 
Sustainable Development Goals and ensure that 
no-one is left behind. However, it is important that 
whoever spends aid, it is focused on ending extreme 
poverty and is spent effectively and transparently. 
The ONE Campaign has developed a ‘Real Aid 
Charter’ which outlines these principles in more 
detail, available at one.org/real-aid-charter

Adhering to these principles will help to ensure 
maximum value for money for the UK taxpayer, 

and that UK aid reflects both the needs of those 
living in extreme poverty and the priorities of the 
UK public. It will also ensure that UK aid is spent in 
line with international best practice as set out by 
the OECD and the International Aid Transparency 
Initiative, much of which is also reflected in existing 
UK Government policy.

THE REAL AID INDEX
The Real Aid Index assesses each UK 
department that spends more than £50 million 
of ODA each year against the principles in the 
Real Aid Charter. Using desk research based 
on information published by each department, 
secondary official sources such as reports 
by ICAI, NAO, and the IDC, and additional 
information provided by the departments, we 
have  given  each  department a traffic light rating 
against each principle. We have also separately 
analysed the top three-to-five programmes in 
each department or fund, and this information is 
available in the online interactive tool available 
at one.org/real-aid-index  

We hope that the Real Aid Index will highlight 
best practice across all departments and 
encourage those that are not currently meeting 
the standards to identify what they can do to 
improve. This will ensure that every pound of 
UK aid delivers maximum benefit to the world’s 
poorest people.

one.org/real-aid-charter
one.org/real-aid-index


REAL AID INDEX: Summary 2020 2

POVERTY FOCUS
 ƍ DFID scores well on poverty focus. The 

department has ‘ending extreme poverty’ as 
one of its core objectives and spends 50% of its 
bilateral aid in Least Developed Countries (LDCs). 
DHSC was the second highest performing 
department on poverty focus, it spends most 
of its aid on research, but shows a clear focus 
on tackling the global challenges which matter 
most for poor people, for example developing 
vaccines to combat preventable diseases.

 ƍ BEIS presents a mixed picture on poverty 
focus and this reflects the varying objectives 
of its main aid funds and the fact that it spends 
only 9% of bilateral ODA in LDCs and Fragile 
States. The International Climate Fund scores 
a ‘green’ overall because it tackles climate 
change, which will significantly impact on 
poor people. The Global Challenges Research 
Fund (GCRF) also scores moderately well 
because the largest programmes focus either 
on global issues that matter for poor people, 
such as empowering vulnerable communities 
and women,  or target LDCs such as Ethiopia, 
Malawi and Tanzania. However, the Newton 
Fund is heavily concentrated in China and this 
work primarily addresses Chinese priorities 
rather than global challenges.

 ƍ The FCO scores poorly on poverty focus, although 
like BEIS this varies across programmes.  The 
FCO spends a large proportion of its ODA on 
Frontline Diplomatic Activities. There is a general 
lack of information on this programme, and the 
information that is available highlights activities 
such as events and meetings for diplomats, 
which do not demonstrate how they alleviate 
extreme poverty.  The Chevening Scholarship 
and the BBC World Service also score poorly, 
whereas the FCO International Programme 
which has activities that include supporting 
human rights and governance scores well on 
poverty focus. Overall, the FCO only spends 13% 
of its bilateral ODA in LDCs and Fragile States.

 ƍ The Prosperity Fund scores poorly as it does 
not directly target poverty reduction and has a 
secondary objective of promoting opportunities 
for UK and International businesses. The 
Prosperity Fund does not prioritise LDCs, with its 
largest recipients including Brazil, Mexico, China, 
and India. The Conflict Stability and Security 
Fund (CSSF) which is another cross-government 
fund that we have analysed, fares slightly better 
and scores moderate on poverty focus. 

 ƍ The Home Office tackles global challenges by 
supporting vulnerable refugees and combating 
modern slavery, however, the vast majority is 
spent on refugee resettlement in the UK rather 
than in LDCs or Fragile States.

THE REAL AID INDEX FINDINGS  

DEPARTMENT ODA IN 2018 (£M) POVERTY FOCUS EFFECTIVENESS TRANSPARENCY

DFID 10,897  STRONG  STRONG  STRONG

BEIS 851  MODERATE MODERATE  STRONG  

FCO 633 WEAK MODERATE  MODERATE   

CSSF 604 MODERATE  MODERATE  N/A  

HO 337 MODERATE  MODERATE  MODERATE

DHSC 195  MODERATE MODERATE  STRONG  

PF 94 WEAK MODERATE  N/A  

DEFRA 70 MODERATE  MODERATE  MODERATE
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 ƍ The majority of the Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) 
ODA programmes tackle global challenges 
such as climate change, although only 24% 
of DEFRA’s bilateral ODA budget was spent on 
LDCs or fragile states. 

 ƍ Some departments such as DFID showed 
that 60% of their programmes had gender as 
a significant or a principal objective, whereas 
others such as DEFRA, marked only 6% of its 
programmes as contributing to gender equality. 

 
EFFECTIVENESS

 ƍ Although the tying of aid to UK companies is 
illegal in the UK, we found several funds that are 
de-facto tied. The GCRF under BEIS requires 
the initial applicant to be from a UK institution 
(although this is not the case for all its research 
funds as some require the applicant to be 
solely from an institution in the country it is 
working in), while the Newton Fund also under 
BEIS requires applicants to collaborate with 
or be supervised by a UK university. Students 
in the Chevening Scholarship programme 
under the FCO must study at a UK university. 
Applications for the NIHR Global Health and 
Research Groups administered by DHSC, are 
initially open to UK institutions. Tying raises 
the costs of contracts by 15-30% and is also 
outlawed for LDCs and Heavily Indebted Poor 
Countries (HIPCs) under an OECD agreement.

 ƍ We found mixed evidence of consultation with 
actors in developing countries when projects 
are being developed, despite the overwhelming 
evidence of the importance of local ownership 
for successful development cooperation. DFID 
overall scored very well on this measure, and 
the Newton Fund and GCRF showed some 
evidence of consultation. In the case of the 
FCO and the Home Office, there was minimal 
information about local consultation.

 ƍ Outside of DFID, departments generally do not 
make comprehensive information available on 
the results that are expected to be achieved 
from their aid and do not fully specify how these 
results will contribute to ending extreme poverty.

  

TRANSPARENCY
 ƍ In line with the UK Aid Strategy, all departments 

have committed to achieve a ‘good’ or ‘very 
good’ in Publish What You Fund’s (PWYF) Aid 
Transparency Index by 2020.  We have used 
PWYF UK Aid Transparency scores in our 
Index. BEIS, DFID and DHSC score ‘very well’ 
whereas the other government departments 
score ‘fair’. In line with PWYF assessment, we 
have not given the CSSF or the Prosperity Fund 
a transparency score. For more information 
on PWYF UK Aid Transparency Index, please 
visit https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/
projects/improving-uk-aid-transparency/  

 
PROGRESS SINCE 2017

 ƍ Departments have improved their transparency, 
which has made it easier to make an adequate 
assessment. Most notably, the Home Office has 
made great strides in adapting and finessing 
a specific ODA policy paper which outlines its 
objectives and ODA programmes clearly. The 
Home Office has gone from ‘Weak’ to ‘Moderate’ 
on both poverty focus and effectiveness. This is 
due to the increase in transparency, but also, 
they have been able to demonstrate the impact 
of their programmes as well as outlining how 
they are tackling global challenges.

 ƍ BEIS in 2018 spent more of its ODA budget 
in LDCs and fragile states than it did 2017, 
whereas the FCO and DFID have spent less.

 ƍ Some funds such as the GCRF have made 
changes to their procurement policies and 
have demonstrated evidence of research calls 
whereby the initial applicant does not have to 
be from a UK institution. Others, such as the 
NIHR Research and Groups Programme are 
now publishing detailed results.  

www.one.org/real-aid-index

https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/projects/improving-uk-aid-transparency/
https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/projects/improving-uk-aid-transparency/
http://www.one.org/real-aid-index

