Assessing Europe’s
aid effort

- Uropean politicians have been very
—{ critical in recent years when com-
Admenting on EU development assis-
tance spent via the European Commission.
“The worst offender for highly ineffective
aid  spending is the  European
Commission”, said Clare Short in 2002
when she was the UK's Secretary of State
for International Development. ‘A euro of
development assistance spent via the
European Union is still one of the least effi-
ciently spent”, commented Eveline
Herfkens, the Netherlands’ Minister for
Development Cooperation, at about the
same time.

Whatever the value of such criticisms, they
suggest that the European Commission has at
best a problem with its image on develop-
ment cooperation. These critical comments
by ministers and others seem to be largely
fuelled by irritation over the serious delays in
aid disbursements by the Commission that
force EU member governments to regularly
revise their own aid budgets in the closing
months of each financial year.
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The EU’s image as an aid donor was bright 20 years
ago, but now it is criticised from all sides.

Paul Hoebink of the University of Nijmegen looks at
image and reality as he analyses the drive to reform
EU aid-giving to the developing world

Back in the 1970s, a number of small
scale scandals over European development
assistance, mostly about doubtful connec-
tions between agricultural projects and
business interests, hit the headlines. But
these scandals never in fact attained the
levels reported in the media, which gleeful-
ly charged businessmen and politicians
with abusing bilateral aid projects so that
corruption and aid-funded “white ele-
phants” became rife. In the 1980s, the
European Court of Auditors criticised EU
food aid for its quality and its effective-
ness, but this didn't seem to make much of
an impact on the EU’s image as a benevo-
lent donor. In those days the European
Community, with its emphasis on partner-
ship and impartiality, appeared to be a
much more effective and benign aid
spender than most national governments.
What, then, brought about this change of
image, and what evidence is there that
might sustain this altered image?

The decision-making process inside the
European Union is highly complex, and this
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is all the more true of development cooper-
ation. There is also a large gap between pol-
icy making on the one hand and policy
implementation on the other. The European
Commission is responsible for initiating leg-
islation and executing the development
policy of the EU, and its conduct of external
relations is shared between three
Directorates-General:
External Relations (Patten in
recent years, now Ferrero-

The evaluators found
it very difficult to say

national donors and more management
problems; a lack of technical advisors
(understaffing in cross-cutting issues such
as social development and gender) and
staff who are described as being "too grey”,
not in an ageist sense but in vision and
staff, the
Commission can justifiably point to the fact
that the aid budget increased
by a factor of 2.8 in the
1990s, but its staff by only

leadership. In terms of

Waldner), Development anymmg pOSI'U'VG 1.8. This meant, according to
(Nielson and now Michel) and the Commission, a shortfall
Trade (Lamy, now about the re/evance, of 1,300 posts. The
Mandelson). Relations with efﬁdency Commission has only 2.9 offi-
the African, Caribbean and effectiveness and cials per 10m spent, where-
Pacific (ACP) countries are f'mpact of EU aid as other donors have

primarily the responsibility of
DG Deyv, although other Directorates
General implement policies that affect ACP
countries, like DG Trade, ECHO for emer-
gency aid, and sectoral DGs like DG
Fisheries or DG Agriculture.

Apart from this, various Council working
groups deal with developing countries, with
member states represented by their diplo-
mats in Brussels. At the level of policy exe-
cuticn, the Commission implements poli-
cies in the field under the scrutiny of com-
mittees composed of member states’ repre-
sentatives coming from the European capi-
tals. Criticisms have been made, however,
that the links between the committees and
the Council Groups are very weak,

The Commission is seen to have prob-
lems with its follow-up capacity and with
turning resolutions or conclusions into real
action. It is a problem of staffing and capac-
ity; fewer staff per unit of budget than most
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between 4 and 9. This,
together with a proliferation of projects and
budget lines, has made European aid diffi-
cult to manage.

Ten years ago, the Council asked the
Commission to evaluate all the major
European development aid programmes;
the Lomé Convention and its assistance to
the ACP countries, the MEDA programme
for the Mediterranean, the ALA programme
for Asia and Latin America and the human-
itarian assistance managed by ECHO.

The evaluations of ACP aid showed up a
series of criticisms. The two main principles
said to dominate successive Lomé
Conventions, partnership and predictability,
had been gradually eroded by the EU's
tightening of conditions, priorities and
financial controls. Transparency and
accountability was said to be limited and
coordination between the various European
donors was criticised as weak.
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In short, it turned out that the evalua-
tors found it very difficult to say anything
positive about the relevance, efficiency,
effectiveness and impact of EU aid to the
ACP countries. This led to the conclusion
that both the Commission and the ACP
governments were driven more by inputs
and by making use of given resources than
by objectives or results. The impact that
Europe was having on priority objectives
like poverty reduction, good governance
and the protection of human rights was
seen as limited. Some of the more targeted
programmes yielded results at a local level,
but often with high administrative costs.

The reasons for this performance level,
according to the evaluation, could be found
in the limited capacities and commitments
of ACP governments, weak coordination
and weak management by the Commission.
Weaknesses in the Commission manage-
ment were found in staffing and in the
administrative and policy constraints
imposed on the Commission. Staffing prob-
lems are partly caused by the low numbers
of staff that the Commission can employ,
and there is an evident shortage of in-house
specialists. Policy formulation expanded
the Commission’'s agenda and thus its
administrative burden, while enhanced
administrative and financial controls further
extended this. In sum, the Brussels admin-
istration was overstretched, and this led to
insufficient project preparation, substantial
time-delays, the insufficient monitoring of
performance and low levels of flexibility.

The assessment of aid projects and sec-

tor programmes showed rather more mixed
results. The most successful were the phys-
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ical results of transport projects. The
Commission is said to have a strong engi-
neering and technical presence, and there
is a general agreement that infrastructure
projects have been one of the best aspects
of European aid. Road maintenance and the
financial sustainability of some of these
projects appears to be rather weak,
because institutional weaknesses in ACP
have only recently been tackled. Projects in
rural development and agriculture produced
uneven results, due to constraints in these
sectors and the dispersing of funds over too
many activities. In health, the EU has
become involved in a number of innovative
programmes, and has shifted away from
curative medical projects and a variety of
specialised activities. Support for industry
has been limited and generally not very suc-
cessful. EU food aid and stabex (stabilisa-
tion of food exports) support have in gener-
al led to negative comments.

More or less the same shortcomings
were found in the MEDA and ALA evalua-
tions. The MEDA evaluation concluded that
strategic planning and monitoring capacity
in the Commission are weak. Administrative
and procedural questions were seen to
overburden Commission staff to the detri-
ment of some very substantial project pro-
posals. The involvement of the FEuro-
Mediterranean Committee in every project
or programme approval was seen as to
increase the workload of the Commission
considerably. Much the same focus on
administrative and procedural issues could
be seen in the ALA programme., Delays were
serious as it could take between one and
three years to approve a project, tender it
and start implementation. In general, EU aid
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interventions were seen as too scattered to
have a national impact in recipient coun-
tries.

Five years ago, the Commission
answered these unenthusiastic evaluations
with its Communication on the Reform of
the Management of External Assistance.
This document set out an ambitious pro-
gramme of measures to significantly
improve the quality and speed of projects,
while also ensuring robust financial man-
agement and increased impact. The main
goals of the reforms were to improve the
management of EU aid, concentrating on
four elements:

* A radical overhaul of assistance program-
ming;

» Revised management of project cycles;

* The setting-up of the EuropeAid
Co-operation Office;

* The devolving of many responsibilities to
the EU’s overseas delegations.

The creation of the EuropeAid Co-oper-
ation Office as a new implementation
agency, was meant to strengthen projects
and programmes by separating their prepa-
ration and implementation. The devolving
of many more tasks to the EU’s Delegations
in developing countries not only involved a
transfer of staff to the field, but also a far
greater degree of responsibility for delega-
tions that formerly had been highly depend-
ent on decisions made in Brussels,

The Commission now claims that the
creation of AidCo has been a great success.
The preparation of projects takes less time
and the project pipeline is much shorter. Yet
high-ranking officials in Morocco and
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Senegal who [ interviewed last year still see
the administrative procedures and delays as
the main problem when working with the
Union. They call it "calendar incoherence”.

The European Union has, in spite of its
limited capacities, become more of a global
player than ever, but can it live up to this
role? The Commission does not seem to
have either the organisational or intellectu-
al capacity to play an important global role
in the field of development cooperation.
This is partly due to staff deficiencies, both
in numbers and expertise, and to the limita-
tions that EU member states impose on the
Commission. It is also partly caused by the
complex
Brussels, particularly the disconnection
between policy making and policy imple-
mentation. EU policy documents have ill-
defined and unspecified goals and objec-
tives that are difficult to share with the
Member States.

decision-making process in

The reforms of the Commission’s exter-
nal assistance were timely, but it is ques-
tionable whether they can compensate for
the weaknesses of European aid. The split
between the policy-developing and project-
approval institutions and the implementa-
tion agency is not welcomed by all staff
members, and some high-ranking EU offi-
cials see it as a reorganisation that could
further jeopardise European aid. The
devolving of tasks to the delegations could
prove an important change, but much will
depend on the quality of staff the
Commission employs in its delegations. In
short, the European Union has become the
most important donor, but organisationally
it still has a long way to go.
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The EU is one of the few donors that
really can claim to have a global pro-
gramme. EU aid and cooperation pro-
grammes now cover the whole world, and
have developed far from the “association-
ist” policies of the 1950s and 1960s. Some
complain that this has been to the cost of
the poorest countries, but certainly more
and more middle-income countries have
become major aid receivers and, at the
other end of the scale, aid to the ACPs has
decreased in relative terms. The "globalisa-
tion” of EU development cooperation has
thus meant a shift away from the poorest
countries.

To return to the EU’s image problems, it
is clear that there genuinely is evidence to
back up the negative image change the
European Union has undergone as a donor.

But this change seems to reflect the wide-
spread criticisms of the capricious behav-
iour of the Brussels bureaucracy much more
than it does evidence about the effective-
ness and impact of EU aid. On that, the
Union doesn't seem to score better or
worse than other European donors. So the
answer to the question “Is the EU a "good”
aid donor?” has to be mixed: the EU is a
slow, bureaucratic donor, demanding a lot
of paperwork, effective in some sectors and
clearly inefficient in others. But the EU is
also generous, imposes low levels of condi-
tionality, with fewer strings attached to aid
than most other donors. o
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