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Aid statistics for 2010 released by the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) in 
April 2011 confirm the conclusion of  the 2010 
Reality of  Aid Report that donor aid performance 
has stalled.  According to reports from its 
members, while ODA has increased in 2010, the 
DAC is projecting no growth in aid over the next 
three (3) years.  These are the critical years for 
achieving final outcomes for the MDGs.  

The latest UN Millennium Development Goals Report, 
2011 is optimistic about achieving MDG1 on 
poverty reduction, but best estimates leave more 
than 900 million people still living on less than $1.25 
a day in 2015, down from 1.8 billion in 1990.  In 
Sub-Saharan Africa, while the World Bank projects 
an optimistic 37% of  the population living on less 
than $1.25 a day in 2015, down from 51% in 2005 
(the last year of  actual statistics), approximately 340 
million Africans will still be living in absolute poverty 
in 2015, an increase from 280 million in 1990.  In 
his Forward, Ban Ki-moon urges world leaders to 
demonstrate that they “not only ... care, but that they 
have the courage and conviction to act” to make sure 
that promises made are promises kept in 2015.1

Reality of  Aid analysis suggests that this 
commitment to act by the donor community is 
diminishing.  Aid quantity is only one of  the issues 
in aid’s questionable contribution to the MDGs.  
This Update points to the continued importance 
of  foreign policy priorities in determining the 
geographic distribution of  donor aid, particularly 
the ongoing consequences of  the “war on terror” 
on aid allocations.  It documents the weakness of  

gender equality as a primary goal for bilateral aid 
and the reality that limited new aid resources have 
actually been allocated to poverty and the MDG 
goals by donors since 2000.  

More aid in recent years is seemingly available 
to developing country partners to determine 
programming priorities.  But the evidence of  
substantial weakness in democratic ownership 
of  aid decision-making in this 2011 Report 
raises serious questions about the depth of  this 
ownership and its coherence with the expressed 
needs of  people living in poverty and those who 
are marginalized and vulnerable.

This Update has been produced for this Special 
Reality of  Aid Report [use name of  report when 
available].  It builds on the 2010 Global Reality of  
Aid Report’s chapter, “Crisis Management: An 
Analysis of  Global Aid Trends”.2  It provides 
updated data and analysis of  many of  the trends 
identified in this 2010 Report.

A.  Donors fail to achieve key 
commitments to aid quantity

Overall aid trends uncertain for the fu-1. 
ture: While aid in 2010 increased to $128.7 
billion, donors were far short of  their 2005 
Gleneagles target of  $145 billion for 2010 
(Chart 1).  The DAC is predicting very 
modest annual nominal growth of  2% in 
programmable aid from 2011 to 2013, com-
pared to 8% in the 2008 – 2010 period.  Ac-
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counting for inflation, aid is likely to decline 
in real value in this coming period.

DAC figures for net ODA from 23 DAC donors 
(including Korea) increased by $9.1 billion in 
2010 to $128.7 billion.3  This represents 0.32% 
of  DAC donors’ Gross National Income 
(GNI), the highest performance since 1992, but 
still less than half  the long-standing UN target 
of  0.7%.  If  donors had performed to the UN 
target, ODA in 2010 would have been more 
than double – $282 billion.

Five (5) donors continue to achieve the UN 
0.7% target – Denmark (0.90%), Luxembourg 
(1.09%), Netherlands (0.81%), Norway (1.10%), 
and Sweden (0.97%).  Many European donors 
did reach the EU 2010 goal of  0.51% of  
GNI by 2010, but Austria (0.32%), Germany 
(0.38%), Greece (0.17%), Italy (0.17%), 
Portugal (0.29%), and Spain (0.43%) fell short.  
If  these six (6) donors had met this EU target, 

there would have been an additional $14.9 
billion in ODA in 2010.  With this additional 
aid, donors would have nearly met their 2005 
commitment for 2010 of  $145 billion.

Increased bilateral grants and loans 
accounted for most of  the increase in aid.  
Some donors had significant declines in their 
ODA – Greece at -16.2%, Ireland -4.9%, 
Spain -5.9%, and Sweden -7.1% (although 
still allocating 1% of  its GNI).

A worrying trend is the large proportion of  
bilateral loans in ODA from France, Germany 
and Japan.  Total ODA gross bilateral loans 
were $10.8 billion in 2006, rising to $20.4 
billion in 2008, $18.1 billion in 2009, and $16.1 
billion in 2010.  Some developing countries 
continue to face a considerable repayment 
burden from previous ODA loans.  These 
repayments amounted to $12.6 billion in 
2010.  Loan repayments are subtracted from 
gross ODA each year.

Chart 1 Trend in DAC Total ODA, Current US Dollars
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Trends in Real ODA: 2. “Real ODA” (net aid 
less debt cancellation, students and refugees 
in donor countries) in current dollars also 
grew in 2010 to $119.6 billion (Reality of  
Aid estimate).  This represents an increase 
of  $8.4 billion over 2009, in current dollars 
(Chart 2), and almost $50 billion over 2005.

However, a different story emerges from the 
trend in “Real ODA” in constant 2009 dollars, 
accounting for annual inflation and exchange 
rate fluctuations (Chart 3).  The actual value 
of  the “Real Aid” increase between 2005 and 
2010 was only $28 billion, just over half  of  
the committed $50 billion.

Chart 2 Trend in DAC “Real ODA”, Current billions of US$

Chart 3  Trend in DAC “Real ODA”, Constant 2009 Dollars
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Reality of  Aid calculates “Real Aid” as 
total ODA, less bilateral debt cancellation, 
the costs of  southern refugees in donor 
countries, and southern students studying 
in donor countries.  Official DAC reporting 
rules allow donors to report the full value 
of  debt cancellation in the year that it is 
cancelled, artificially increasing aid figures.  
The long-term value of  debt cancellation 
is essential to meeting the Internationally 
Agreed Development Goals (IADGs), but 
indebted countries reap a much smaller 
benefit each year, equal to the forgiveness of  
principal and interest for that year.

Total ODA debt cancellation in 2010 was 
$4.0 billion, compared to $1.7 billion in 
2009.  Debt cancellation was much higher 
in the period 2005 to 2007, averaging $17.4 
billion, which artificially increased the true 
value of  aid in these years.4

“Real Aid” in current dollars has increased 
steadily since 2007; and in 2010 “Real Aid” 
was $49.4 billion higher in current dollars than 
it was in 2005 (Chart 2).  But when the impact 
of  inflation and fluctuations in exchange rates 
is removed, the actual value of  these increases 
was $28 billion, far below the $50 billion 
promised by world leaders at Gleneagles.

In the Millennium Declaration, all countries 
of  the world committed to “spare no 
effort” to eradicate extreme poverty.  But 
for donors the actual performance of  ODA 
as a resource for poverty eradication since 
2000 has shown only very modest growth, 
from $71.6 billion in 2000 to $118.3 billion 
in 2010, averaging a 6% growth annually 
over these 10 years.  The donors not only 

did not fulfill their pledges, but the DAC 
now estimates that growth in ODA has now 
“plateaued” with no real growth expected in 
the next three (3) years.

Interestingly, much of  this growth in “Real 
Aid” took place from 2007 to 2010, despite 
the global financial crisis.  But it is the post-
2010 “recovery period” when many donors 
are expected to cut or flatline their ODA 
commitments, balancing their books at the 
expense of  continued conditions of  global 
poverty and reinforcing the likely failure of  the 
international community to achieve the UN 
Internationally Agreed Development Goals, 
including the Millennium Development Goals.

A failure of  generosity: 3. Meeting aid com-
mitments are very affordable, despite con-
cerns about government fiscal deficits.  Aid 
per capita in donor countries amounted to 
only $135 in 2010, while per capita GNI 
was $43,260 (Chart 4).  ODA as a share of  
government tax revenue has yet to reach the 
2.2% recorded in 1990, and will likely again 
start to decline as recent ODA increases are 
abandoned (Chart 5).

Donor generosity has eroded when measured 
against 50 years of  growing wealth in their 
countries (Chart 4).  Per capita ODA as a 
percentage of  per capita GNI decreased 
from 0.5% in 1961 to a mere 0.3% in 2010.

Tax revenue is the primary source of  ODA 
(Chart 5).5  When measured against this source, 
“Real ODA” fell dramatically since 1990, and 
while increasing in recent years, only recovered 
to 2%, compared to 2.2% in 1990.
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Chart 5  Real ODA as Percentage of DAC Donor Total Tax Revenue

Chart 4  The Growing Gap Between Donor Wealth and Real Aid
(An index of GNI per Capita and Aid per Capita, 1961 = 100)
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B.  Trends in the Quality of Donor Aid 
Performance

Foreign policy goals continue to 1. 
drive shifts in geographic distribution 
of  ODA: Much of  the fluctuations in 
geographic distribution of  ODA (Chart 6) 
can be accounted for by very significant aid 
allocations to Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan 
since 2005 (Chart 7).

Chart 7 demonstrates the dramatic impact 
of  the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan on 
aid allocations.  Aid to three (3) countries 
(Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iraq) peaked at 
13.4% of  “Real ODA” in 2005, but remains 
very significant at the end of  the decade.

Since 2000, a total of  $55.8 billion have 
been added to pre-2000 aid to these three (3) 
countries, which represents 25% of  all new 
aid dollars since 2000 (see Table 1 below).  
Clearly foreign policy, particularly post-9/11 
donor war-related priorities, continues to 
dominate aid decisions.

Aid increases for Sub-Saharan Africa are 2. 
far below the 2005 commitment of  $25 
billion in new aid resources by 2010 (Chart 
8):  DAC donors are expected to short-change 
Sub-Saharan Africa by $14 billion, reneging 
on their 2005 Gleneagles commitment.  

At Gleneagles, donors promised that 50% 
of  the $50 billion in aid increases promised 
by 2010 would be directed to Sub-Saharan 
Africa.  Donors have significantly reneged 
on this commitment to the poorest region 
of  the world.  Chart 7 demonstrates that 
in terms of  dollars there have been only 
very modest increases for this region up to 
2009, particularly when debt cancellation is 
removed from the figures.  

According to the DAC’s 2010 Development 
Cooperation Report, “annual aid to Africa is 
estimated to increase [in 2010] by USD 12 
billion in 2004 prices, [which] is well below 
the USD 25 billion target announced at the 
Gleneagles Summit for Africa” (page 25).  
The DAC’s latest projection in April 2011 

Chart 6  Geographic Distribution of DAC ODA (current dollars, no debt cancellation)
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Chart 7  “Real Aid” to Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan as Percentage of Total “Real ODA”

Chart 8 DAC ODA to Sub-Saharan Africa (constant 2009 dollars, no debt cancellation)
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suggests that donors will short-change the 
region by $14 billion of  their $25 billion 
commitment.6

DAC data up to 2009 show a leveling off  
of  aid increases in constant dollars from 
2008 onward.  Alarmingly, the DAC is also 
projecting almost no growth in the next 
three (3) years in bilateral programmable 
aid for Sub-Saharan Africa, with growth at 
less than 1% when accounting for expected 
inflation.7

Donors show some recent improvement 3. 
on aid resources for country ownership:  
In 2009 just over half  of  DAC bilateral 
aid was actually available to developing 
country partners to program against their 
own priorities (Chart 9).  This represents a 
significant improvement since the low of  
24% in 2005.  While reported formal tying 
of  bilateral aid is low, independent studies 
demonstrate that informal tying remains 
very high.

The DAC in recent years has focused on 
“country programmable aid” (CPA).  CPA 
is defined by the DAC “as the portion of  
aid on which recipient countries have, or 
could have, a significant say and for which 
donors should be accountable for delivering 
“as programmed” in favour of  specific 
countries and regions”.8  The Reality of  
Aid makes a similar calculation, but unlike 
the DAC considers that 80% of  technical 
assistance remains donor directed and not 
aid over which partners have a significant 
say. Reality of  Aid also removes 15% of  the 
value of  reported tied bilateral aid (as the 
well recognized cost of  tied aid). 

For 2009, the Reality of  Aid puts CPA for 
DAC bilateral aid donors at $44.0 billion or 
52.7% of  total bilateral aid for that year.  This 
compares to $54 billion or 65% calculated by 
the DAC.9  As the DAC points out low levels 
of  CPA significantly affect the capacities of  
the poorest countries to allocate the resources 

Chart 9  Reality of Aid “Country Programmable Aid” as a Percentage of Total Bilateral Aid
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needed to achieve the MDGs.  Over the past 
decade, Reality of  Aid’s CPA shrunk in the 
first half  to 24% of  bilateral aid in 2005, and 
only recently in 2007 exceeded 40%.

The DAC reports that in 2008 only 
12.7% of  bilateral aid remained formally 
tied to purchases in donor countries, 
excluding technical assistance and food aid.  
However, the DAC also drew attention to 
the conclusions of  a 2010 independent 
evaluation of  untying aid that: “There has 
been much progress (on untying) by most DAC 
Members, but some have done little more than 
nominally untying their aid in a legal or regulatory 
sense. So there is much scope for further untying in 
practical ways (…)”. 10  The study noted that 
of  54 aid contracts examined for the UK, 
88% of  them by value were awarded to UK 
companies, despite a UK policy to fully untie 
its aid.  The average for DAC members as 
a whole is 60%.11  Such practices imply that 
much aid never reaches developing countries. 

They quickly boomerang back to donor 
countries through contract awards to donor 
country firms.

Donors continue to generate only 4. 
modest new aid resources for human 
development goals and have failed 
to invest substantially in the MDGs:  
Since the donor commitments in the 2000 
Millennium Declaration, less than a third of  
new aid dollars allocated since 2000 are even 
available to be spent on human development 
goals (Table 1).  It is then not surprising 
that since 2000 donors have largely failed to 
prioritize global public goods and the MDGs 
(Chart 10).

Since 2000, donors have added a cumulative 
$227.2 billion in new dollars for aid (over 
and above aid levels in 2000).  But of  
this amount, increases for non-aid items 
(refugees, students and debt), humanitarian 
assistance and foreign-policy related aid 
spending to Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan 

Chart 10 Reality of Aid MDG Proxy Sectors as Percentage of Total Allocated Sector Bilateral ODA
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accounted for more than 70% of  these new 
dollars!  A  mere 27.8% of  new resources 
since 2000 were even available to address 
new programming for poverty reduction, 
MDGs and other Internationally Agreed 
Development Goals.

Reality of  Aid MDG Proxy Sectors: Basic 
Education, Basic Health, Population and 
Reproductive Health, Water and Sanitation,  
Agriculture, Development Food Aid and Food 
Security, and General Environmental Protection.  
Total Allocated Sector Bilateral Aid is Total 
Sector, less Unallocated Sector, Refugees in 
Donor Countries, Debt Cancellation and Support 
to NGOs.  Source: DAC Sector CRS Codes.

While donors have rhetorically given priority 
to aid investments in MDGs, it is not possible 
to use DAC statistics to assess the levels 
of  these commitments.  Reality of  Aid has 
created a “proxy indicator” to assess overall 
trends in the allocation of  ODA towards 
areas that are consistent with the MDGs.  As 
a proportion of  sector allocated bilateral aid, 
this proxy has only marginally grown since 
2000:  23.6% in 2009 compared to 20.8% in 
2000.  It is therefore not surprising that most 
MDGs remains elusive in most developing 

Table 1 Allocation of New Aid Dollars, 2000 to 2009

CONSTANT 2009 BiLLiONS OF US$
SOURCE: DAC1 DATASET, DAC DATASET ODA BY RECiPiENT

TOTAL
2000 - 2009

PERCENTAgE OF 
TOTAL

Total Net New Aid Dollars since 2000 $227.2

     Minus Additions for

          Non-Aid Items (refugees, students, debt) $   80.8 35.6%

          Humanitarian Assistance $   27.5 12.1%

          Aid to Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan $   55.8 24.6%

New aid dollars for potential use in poverty reduction, MDGs, and 
other development goals

$   63.1 27.8%

countries, and particularly in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.

What priority are donors giving to gen-5. 
der equality?  While not all donors have 
consistently reported against the gender 
marker to the DAC, when adjusted for com-
parable donors in the past three (3) years, 
some modest improvement is apparent 
(Chart 11).

The DAC gender marker asks donors to 
identify projects and programs that have 
gender equality as their principal objective 
or as a significant objective (gender equality 
was an important, but secondary objective 
of  the activity).   The coverage and reporting 
accuracy of  donors has been an issue with 
this marker.12  

Chart 11 excludes the United States, Italy, 
Portugal, Ireland and France as they did not 
report in all three (3) years.  While some 
improvement is indicated between 2006 and 
2009, caution is in order due to issues in the 
quality of  reporting to the DAC.

Gender as a “significant objective” for 
programming is open to broad interpretation 
by donors in reporting to the DAC.  
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However, gender equality as a “specific 
objective” can be taken to be a proxy 
indicator for the degree to which donors 
are integrating the empowerment of  women 
in their development programs.  The latter 
has doubled during the coverage period, but 
remains at only 5% or $2.6 billion in donor 
bilateral aid in 2008-2009. 

The amount and value of  humanitarian 6. 
aid has increased within a growing aid 
envelope:  The amount of  ODA devoted 
to humanitarian assistance has tripled since 
2000, but in recent years these increases have 
been accommodated by overall increases in 
ODA (Chart 12).

In 2009 dollars, the value of  humanitarian 
assistance in 2000 was $3.3 billion.  In 2010 
humanitarian assistance has increased in 
value to $9.2 billion, responding to the Haiti 
earthquake and Pakistani floods.  With the 
exception of  two (2) years, humanitarian 
assistance has increased every year since 
2000.

Nevertheless, due to increases in overall 
ODA since 2004, these growing amounts 
of  humanitarian assistance have been 
accommodated.  Since 2004, humanitarian 
assistance remained between 8.3% and 7.4% 
of  “Real ODA”, compared to 4.5% in 2000.  
As ODA is projected by the DAC to level 
off  after 2010, and climate change related 
events increase in frequency, responding to 

Chart 11 DAC Gender Marker as a Percentage of Bilateral Sector Allocable Aid:
Selected donors 2006/07 to 2008/09
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humanitarian emergencies with ODA will 
likely take an increasing share of  ODA.

For Sub-Saharan Africa, humanitarian aid has 
taken a growing proportion of  total ODA to 
the region, increasing from 11.8% in 2000 to 
19.9% in 2009, with a peak of  20.9% in 2008.  

In December 2009, DAC members approved 
a “climate adaptation marker” for reporting 
ODA to the DAC in support of  climate 
change adaptation, beginning with 2010 
ODA data for the DAC’s Creditor Reporting 
System.13  Donors have largely failed to live 
up to their pledge in the 2008 Bali Action 

Chart 12  Humanitarian Assistance as Percentage of “Real ODA”

Plan that climate mitigation and adaptation 
financing would be new and additional to 
ODA.  Financing for climate adaptation 
is urgently needed, particularly for the 
most vulnerable people in many of  the 
developing countries.  But to date, donors’ 
modest commitments to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 
the World Bank climate funds, and towards 
the Copenhagen commitment of  $30 billion 
in new resources between 2010 and 2012, 
have for the most part been included within 
ODA.  Implementing the DAC’s climate 
adaptation marker will at least allow tracking 
of  these resources.
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