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Chapter 4 
 

Ensuring development co-operation helps  
rather than hinders accountability  

This chapter focuses on the implications of unbalanced development co-
operation for accountability in developing countries. It underlines the 
potential harm that development co-operation can do to citizen-state 
relations and presents some specific development co-operation modalities 
and instruments that can help ensure greater service delivery and better 
development results. 
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Aid is not a “silver bullet” for solving governance and accountability 
issues – these efforts fundamentally need to be led by internal reformers and 
processes. Despite continuing efforts to provide development assistance in 
line with Paris Declaration principles (e.g. respecting country ownership, 
ensuring alignment and harmonisation, focusing on results and promoting 
mutual accountability; OECD, 2005/2008), aid inflows can perversely 
compromise or short-circuit domestic accountability. The donor community 
needs to be aware of the overall magnitude of aid and development co-
operation activities in a given country and be attentive to dynamics that may 
subvert or undermine accountability relationships between governments and 
their citizens. This chapter covers several ways in which aid can help 
improve accountability, while avoiding damaging citizen-state relations. 

How to avoid skewing accountability in developing countries? 

This phenomenon operates on two levels. Historical analysis from a 
wide range of countries points to the importance of taxation and domestic 
revenue generation – alongside revenue-bargaining between states and 
organised citizens – as crucial aspects of state-building and the development 
of accountability relationships (Bräutigam et al., 2008). Because aid is an 
additional, exogenous resource made available for government spending, it 
can undermine the development of more legitimate and sustainable 
tax-based social and fiscal contracts between citizens and the state – and 
diminish the incentives political leaders have to respond to the needs and 
demands of their constituents. In Uganda, for example, GOVNET case study 
research revealed perceptions that by reducing its reliance on tax revenues, 
the government’s access to aid may have reduced its incentives to be held 
accountable to citizens. 

Secondly, aid may encourage stronger state accountability to donors 
than to citizens, particularly where it finances a large share of public 
expenditure (Bräutigam, 2000) and where aid conditions call for close 
monitoring and reporting. If governments respond to these incentives by 
exercising exclusive oversight and control over core aspects of domestic 
policy and spending decisions, then domestic accountability institutions like 
parliaments will be marginalised (Eberlei and Henn, 2003; Langdon and 
Draman, 2005). 

The links between aid and taxation in strengthening citizen-state 
relations 

Partner countries and their development partners are increasingly aware 
of the diversity of finance that can be tapped into for investing in 
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development. Domestic resources in developing countries – generated 
through private investment, savings and taxation – will continue to provide 
the bulk of development finance for years to come. Taxation looms large in 
this respect, as suggested by recent analytical findings. For example, 
Tanzania raised an additional USD 2.2 billion by increasing tax revenue 
from 10% to 16% of gross domestic product (GDP) between 1998 and 2008. 
And the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has projected that basic tax 
reforms throughout sub-Saharan Africa could raise at least USD 20 billion a 
year based on today’s GDP (Gates, 2011). Furthermore, taxation plays a 
supporting role in improving governance by promoting the accountability of 
government to citizens.  

However, tax policies and administration systems in most developing 
countries are weak and dysfunctional, often giving rise to tax avoidance and 
evasion and inequitable burden-sharing. Many citizens are reluctant to pay 
taxes in these conditions. Relatively limited attention has been paid to issues 
of domestic resource mobilisation and taxation as part of domestic 
accountability support. In fact, overall only around 0.1% of all support for 
governance involves taxation, commonly in the form of short or long-term 
technical assistance. Recently, donor support to improve the effectiveness 
and transparency of tax administrations and to promote citizen debate and 
consensus on tax issues has been beginning to grow, as suggested by efforts 
in Mali and Uganda (Box 4.1).  

Box 4.1. Promoting local awareness and support  
for taxation in Mali and Uganda 

In Mali, many individuals provide support to their extended families and 
contribute to community and religious welfare activities. Direct taxation by 
government is often considered an unwelcome burden that brings little benefit. 
In response to this, several donors are funding pilot projects to raise citizens’ 
awareness about the importance of increasing tax revenues. In return, citizens 
have requested improved financial transparency, highlighting a potentially 
important entry point for the exchange of accountability between state and 
citizen.  

In Uganda debates on tax policy and reform have been organised on the basis 
of analytical work carried out by the African Development Bank. Donors are also 
beginning to support CSO advocacy work on taxation issues. 

 

Recent OECD work on taxation reveals that government ownership and 
leadership is crucial, as aid can only support government programmes to 
improve tax systems – and these need to be aligned to domestic political 
incentives (Prichard/GOVNET, 2010). How revenue is levied and collected 
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is as important as the total amount raised, so attention needs to focus on 
issues of efficiency and equity. Accordingly, there may be broad areas of 
synergy between accountability agendas and agendas for tax reform.  

Strengthening the linkages between taxation and accountability also 
means supporting institutions and organisations outside the revenue system, 
including the justice system, parliament, and civil society. Accountability 
support programmes should therefore give special weight to activities that 
address these synergies (Prichard/GOVNET, 2010). Chapter 11 presents 
draft principles for supporting development country governments in revenue 
matters. 

Ensuring effective aid delivery 

Understanding key features of how aid is delivered may also help 
mitigate some of the potentially harmful impacts of aid on domestic 
accountability systems and actors. This includes ensuring that:  

• Donors can be held to account by aid recipient countries, which 
means greater transparency and co-ordination by donors;  

• Donor budget support is integrated into partners’ domestic budget 
management systems and to co-ordinate in-country performance 
assessment arrangements; and 

• The mix of aid instruments and cross-linkages among them foster 
synergies.  

These issues are discussed below. 

Greater donor transparency and co-ordination 
Landmark aid effectiveness agreements at Paris, Accra and Busan have 

impelled donors to make aid information more transparent and accessible to 
development partners (OECD, 2005/2008; Fourth High Level Forum on Aid 
Effectiveness, 2011). This helps governments and civil society understand 
what is being financed and where, and enables them to exercise proper 
oversight over public budgets. It also fosters accountability between donors 
and partner country actors for promises and commitments that have been 
made. Making aid information about aid and development co-operation 
activities more widely available can also facilitate better co-ordination, 
inform shared data analysis and political economy analyses and improve the 
division of labour across the local donor community. 
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The GOVNET case studies found evidence in Mali, Mozambique and 
Uganda of more accurate aid data being made available, often as a result of 
budget support frameworks and more ad hoc reforms. This seems to be 
particularly the case at the sectoral level, where sector working groups have 
established structured dialogue and information exchange between donors 
and a range of domestic stakeholders.  

In Uganda, for example, the creation of a simplified reporting 
spreadsheet for donors in the Local Development Partners Group helped to 
capture – in one document – quarterly donor commitments and actual 
disbursements, searchable by sector. This echoes trends in other countries 
towards the better sharing of information about aid flows and development 
co-operation activities and attempts to collate it in usable ways, for example 
through management policies or platforms (Box 4.2).  

An important step-change is now possible thanks to the International 
Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI), under which 28 international donors1 
have so far agreed to provide more accurate, timely and comprehensive 
information on development co-operation commitments and disbursements 
(Box 4.2). 

While the work of IATI and others represent significant improvements, 
some challenges remain. For example, donors often do not provide 
information in ways which are compatible with how governments record 
information (Moon and Williamson, 2010). Moreover, there has been little 
focus on helping partner countries strengthen their ability to interpret and 
use development co-operation data – a critical constraint for improving local 
capacity to hold government and the donor community to account.  
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Box 4.2. Making information on aid more transparent:  
Some recent initiatives  

International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI): IATI is developing 
international standards for the way donors report information about aid spending. 
These will include: 

• agreement on what information will be publish and its level of detail;  

• a system for categorising different types of aid spending/commitments; 

• a common electronic format making it easier to share information; and  

• a code of conduct guiding what information donors will publish and how 
frequently, how users may expect to access that information, and how 
donors will be held accountable for compliance. 

Aid management platforms: aid management platforms are web-based 
applications that allow governments to better manage and co-ordinate development 
assistance. Software developed by the Development Gateway Foundation provides 
a virtual workspace where governments and donors can share aid information – 
from planning through to implementation – and then analyse this by donor, sector, 
status, region, timing and other factors. This is being complemented by other 
programmes, such as Mapping for Results (http://data.worldbank.org) developed 
by the World Bank Institute (WBI). This overlays the distribution of World Bank 
resources for programmes at country level with poverty statistics to ensure 
resources are hitting the right areas. These results are then shown on an interactive 
map. WBI is now working with IATI to incorporate all donor allocations into 
one map, which can be made readily available online. 

Aid instruments that support the scope for domestic accountability 
A number of aid practices and instruments can help improve 

accountability in partner countries:  

• Ensuring project aid is embedded in government budget frameworks 
and systems (budget support). The Paris Declaration committed 
donors to base their overall support on partner countries’ national 
development strategies and to progressively align their policies and 
procedures with partner country priorities, systems and procedures. 
Budget support is arguably the most effective instrument for 
delivering aid in line with these commitments. Project aid, on the 
other hand, can undermine budget processes in developing countries 
where it is not captured in national budgets. In Uganda, for example, 
a large proportion of aid to the health sector is still provided as off-
budget, project-based aid. Given that most donor support will 
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continue to mix budget and project support in the developing world 
in the near future, efforts must continue to ensure that project 
finance is captured in local budget frameworks and financial 
management systems.  

• Streamlining, rationalising and refocusing donors’ budget 
performance arrangements. Different donors use different indicators 
for measuring partner governments’ performance against their 
various conditions for receiving aid. This creates complex 
monitoring and co-ordination challenges for partner countries, 
instead of providing a single, comprehensive set of targets against 
which governments can be held to account. This was the case in 
Mali, where differing donor disbursement requirements under 
budget support frameworks have heightened the donor role in 
partner country accountability processes. Further, programme-based 
approaches – which place a premium on government-to-government 
dialogue and relationships – can undermine broader participation or 
ownership. For example, in Mozambique donors are seen as 
dominating policy dialogue with government, to the detriment of 
civil society (Box 4.3). All these practical implications of budget aid 
practices reveal donor “clutter” and inefficiencies, and an unhealthy 
dominance by the donor community of budget accountability 
systems in partner countries. 

Box 4.3. Policy dialogue in Mozambique 

Some analysts argue that the donor community’s increasing role in sectoral 
working groups and budget support joint reviews is usurping the participation of 
parliamentarians and civil society in domestic accountability. Although civil 
society groups, for example, are part of the joint review process, they often lack 
the capacity and resources to have significant influence. In a country with a 
strong ruling party and a centralised state, fora for dialogue around development 
co-operation could potentially serve as a platform to allow civil society and 
parliamentarians to challenge policies and hold government to account. In 
response, donors have now begun to support civil society in preparing their 
participation in joint reviews. 
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• Maximising synergies among aid instruments and leveraging scarce 
aid resources. The development assistance community could do a 
much better job of ensuring that the various types of governance 
support – by individual donors and across the local donor 
community as a whole – work together to create synergies. All 
governance-related development co-operation interventions – both 
for public administrative functions such as financial management 
and procurement as well as for building more political institutions 
such as parliaments and political parties – could more systematically 
take account of, and address, the implications of such support for 
accountability actors and functions. The links and impacts that all 
governance-related development co-operation interventions have on 
accountability need to be leveraged: for example, more work is 
needed to ensure that ministries and government officials are more 
accountable to parliament and citizens, and that state institutions are 
accountable to their hierarchies or internal control functions.  

Special aid delivery arrangements that improve donor co-ordination 
Certain types of co-ordination frameworks and aid instruments, such as 

sector support and basket funds, can significantly enhance the impact and 
reduce the transaction costs of development assistance – including 
accountability support. Joint funding arrangements, a common and shared 
political economy analysis of the local context, and close co-ordination of 
programme planning and implementation, are especially useful features. 
Channelling development assistance through basket funds and sector budget 
support can facilitate more co-ordinated and coherent programme 
objectives, reduce overlap and fragmentation, improve division of labour, 
and provide more balanced support for the accountability system as a whole 
– so long as implementation arrangements are clear, roles and 
responsibilities have been identified and agreed, and communication 
channels established and used (Box 4.4).  

Managing risk and achieving results 

There are some concerns that an excessive focus on demonstrating 
development results could marginalise support to accountability and 
governance because progress in these areas is intrinsically difficult to 
measure in quantifiable ways.  
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Box 4.4. Co-ordinated donor approaches for deepening  
democracy in Uganda 

One of the more promising programmes identified in the GOVNET case 
studies is the Deepening Democracy Programme in Uganda, a multi-donor basket 
fund supporting a range of core domestic accountability institutions. Key aspects 
of its success appear to be: 1) joint funding and planning/implementation 
co-ordinated through basket fund arrangements; and 2) underpinning programme 
activities with a robust political analysis shared among the contributing donors. 
The programme has also prioritised the use of political analysis and research 
(including Afrobarometer data) to inform implementation; staff have a solid 
understanding of the power dynamics and challenges for accountability in 
Uganda. These staff appeared to have maintained regular contacts with most 
political parties.  

Source: Wild and Golooba-Mutebi (2010). 

A growing body of analysis, reinforced by the GOVNET country case 
studies, points to the lack of a robust evidence base for measuring and 
understanding the impact of accountability support. Too little has been 
invested in understanding what works and why in this field. “[M]any 
initiatives are not underpinned by a clear articulation of exactly what 
outcome or impact is sought.... or of how the actions and inputs 
contemplated are expected to generate that outcome or impact. That is, the 
assumptions underlying the causal chain, from inputs to outcomes and 
impact, are absent, vague or too implicit” (McGee et al., 2010: 9-10).  

Incorporating political economy insights into accountability 
programming should help ensure that programme objectives are more 
realistic – and therefore more amenable to rigorous results measurement. 
This means paying much greater attention to programme objectives and 
assumptions at the outset of the design process. Being explicit about the 
theory of change justifying the support can be particularly helpful in testing 
starting assumptions. And assessing the wider political context and the 
enabling environment for reform will be particularly important for 
measuring the impact of development co-operation on domestic 
accountability.  

Stronger, more well-founded results frameworks will enable 
development agencies to: 1) identify realistic programme objectives at the 
outset; 2) correctly gauge and manage risks; and 3) understand better what 
works and why.  
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A key first step will be to identify and monitor risks (including political 
risks) and to develop forward-looking tools to help anticipate future risks 
(Phillips, 2006). Building in greater risk assessment (and using political 
economy tools where appropriate) throughout programme delivery will also 
be key (Wild and Foresti, 2011). This will require frameworks and 
approaches which allow for the observation of (and adaptation to) change 
over time (rather than a static evaluation at the end of a programme of 
support) (ibid.).  

Note 

 

1. As of January 2012. 
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