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Executive summary
In the early 2010s, the UK made a series of commitments to promote the transparency of UK aid, which formed 
part of a package of measures to improve the value for money of UK aid, strengthen public trust in a growing 
aid budget, and empower stakeholders in countries receiving aid. The former Department for International 
Development (DFID) was one of the first development agencies to begin publishing aid data and programme 
documents. From 2015, the UK government set transparency standards for all aid-spending departments.

The period since 2010 has also seen the emergence of a global drive for aid transparency, in recognition of 
its value in driving quality development cooperation and accountability. This led to the introduction in 2011 
of a global standard for the reporting of aid information across the aid community, which was developed 
collaboratively by DFID and a number of other development agencies, through the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative (IATI). 

In recent years, the UK aid programme has undergone significant changes, including the merger of DFID and 
the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) to form the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office 
(FCDO), successive reductions in the UK aid budget and the publication of a new UK international development 
strategy. ICAI’s recent work1 has identified concerns that these changes resulted in a loss of transparency. 

This review examines how the transparency practices of DFID, FCO and now FCDO have evolved since 2015. 
It assesses the relevance of their approaches to transparency, the effectiveness of their transparency efforts 
and their engagement with aid information users to learn about their needs.

Relevance: Does the UK have a clear and coherent approach to aid transparency?

Over the decade from 2010, DFID established itself as a global leader on aid transparency. At a corporate level 
this was achieved through publishing detailed statistics on its aid spending and development results, although 
country-level results were not detailed in its annual report after 2015. At the programme level transparency 
was promoted through developing and applying rules, procedures and systems for the routine publication of 
programme documents to a public portal (DevTracker). Any exclusions from publication had to be formally 
applied for, justified based on specific criteria linked to freedom of information legislation, scrutinised 
rigorously and approved by ministers.

While DFID applied a clear and coherent approach to aid transparency, it lacked a full understanding of the 
various users of aid data and did not tailor its aid publications to their diverse information needs. As a result, 
its published information was used primarily by expert stakeholders in the UK (such as parliamentary clerks 
and development non-governmental organisations (NGOs)), rather than the UK public or stakeholders in 
developing countries. A 2010 commitment to publish programme documents in local languages was also 
not fully pursued and was effectively discontinued from 2017.

The former FCO had a more ad hoc and discretionary approach to publishing programme documentation, 
which resulted in a wide range of publication practices for different parts of its aid portfolio. In most cases 
– including the substantial aid spending delivered through the British Council – it only published general 
descriptions of aid programmes and summary data, in a variety of formats, but not programme design 
documents or monitoring reports. 

FCDO is still in the process of unifying the management system of its two predecessor departments. 
FCDO’s new Programme Operating Framework (PrOF), adopted in early 2021, contains a commitment to aid 
transparency and a set of detailed rules to guide practice. These rules apply the reporting practices of the 
predecessor departments to their respective aid portfolios, and place a much stronger emphasis on protecting 
sensitive information, despite the fact that over 90% of FCDO’s spending was previously managed by DFID. 
FCDO plans to adopt a new, unified programme and financial management system by November 2022, and 
the PrOF will be revised in preparation for this. Procedures for publication will then also be updated. In this 

1	 ICAI follow-up review of 2019-20 reports, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, June 2021, link; ICAI follow-up review of 2020-21 reports, Independent 
Commission for Aid Impact, June 2022, link.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-2019-20-reviews.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-2020-21-reviews.pdf
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context, it is a concern that in the revised UK National Action Plan for Open Government FCDO has merely 
committed to improve its score in the next Aid Transparency Index and to publish more complete and timely 
programme-level data. More ambitious commitments had been discussed within the department but were 
not adopted. 

In 2020 and 2021 there were major reductions in the UK aid budget, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the government’s decision to reduce the aid spending target temporarily to 0.5% of UK gross national income. 
The format of information on these reductions that was eventually provided to Parliament and made available 
to Members of Parliament was unclear and made it difficult for parliamentarians and NGOs to scrutinise 
these decisions. 

Effectiveness: To what extent has the UK achieved its aid transparency objectives?

The former DFID was judged by the globally recognised Aid Transparency Index as the most transparent major 
bilateral aid agency during the 2012-20 period. Between 2017 and 2020, only 2% of DFID business cases for 
programmes were formally withheld from publication, with over 90% of DFID business cases published on 
DevTracker.

Over the same period, FCO performed more modestly on aid transparency standards. In most instances, 
it published only summary programme information – for example in relation to its arm’s-length bodies, such as 
the British Council (£140 million in aid spending in 2020) – with little information on budgets and performance. 
Although FCO succeeded in improving its score in the Aid Transparency Index over time (from 21.3% in 2012 
to 48.6% in 2020), it failed to achieve the commitment set out in the 2015 UK aid strategy to achieve a rating 
of at least ‘good’ (60%-80%) in the Index. 

The merged department was assessed in the Aid Transparency Index for the first time in 2022. Its score 
(71.9%) was 13.5 percentage points below that of DFID in the 2020 Index (85.4%), making it the fourth-most 
transparent major bilateral aid agency. To a large extent, this was the result of combining two predecessor 
departments with differing levels of transparency. However, there were also indications that transparency has 
reduced across FCDO in a number of areas, namely publication of country aid priorities, country and divisional 
budgets (which were absent from this year’s FCDO annual report) and some aspects of results reporting. 
Furthermore, transparency around aid budget reductions in 2020 and 2021 was weak. The department does, 
however, remain a global leader in publishing reviews and evaluations of its programmes, and our analysis 
suggests it could quickly achieve a ‘very good’ Index rating with targeted improvements. 

The UK has played an important role internationally in promoting aid transparency, including through 
its efforts to promote transparency among delivery partners and multilateral agencies, and through its 
instrumental role in establishing IATI and its reporting standard.

Our engagement with the users of UK aid information identified that being able to access this information 
has supported more effective scrutiny of the aid programme and helped to promote efficiency gains within 
FCDO. However, we were informed of only a few examples of programmes providing substantive support 
to partner countries to make effective use of published aid data, and only limited examples of UK aid data 
feeding into improved effectiveness at the country level have been documented to date. We noted from FCDO 
officials that the publishing of aid information poses modest demands on staff because transparency systems 
are now embedded and automated; this strengthens the cost-benefit argument for sustaining ambitious 
transparency standards. 

Learning: To what extent has the UK sought and learnt from feedback from users of UK aid 
data, both in the UK and in partner countries? 

The UK has undertaken some consultation with and research on potential users of UK aid information, but this 
has been limited and mainly with UK-based stakeholders (particularly expert users). This has meant that there 
have been modest changes based on user feedback on existing aid transparency tools such as DevTracker and 
Statistics on International Development, but there are still limitations on the accessibility and usability of this 
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information that need to be addressed. The development of more effective aid transparency tools has been 
held back by constraints on the financial and human resources allocated to the task and, more recently, by the 
demands of the merger and new recruitment restrictions. 

IATI, a core channel for the UK’s global work on aid transparency, has also undertaken only limited 
engagement with aid information users, especially in partner countries, although it has recently scaled up 
its work in this area and its latest strategic plan identifies promoting the use of aid information as a priority. 
The UK has been less active in IATI in recent years, and while it is supportive of IATI's work on data use, it has 
stepped back from engagement in the data use working group. 

Recommendations

Overall, we find that transparency has added value to the efforts of DFID, FCO and FCDO to promote 
accountability for and the effectiveness of their aid. Since the creation of the Foreign, Commonwealth and 
Development Office (FCDO) in September 2020, however, the UK’s commitment to aid transparency has come 
into question. It is therefore important that FCDO retains a clear commitment to aid transparency, to signal its 
continuing commitment to excellence in development cooperation.

Recommendation 1

FCDO should set out clear and ambitious standards for transparency to be applied to all aid portfolios 
(including arm’s-length bodies) through its unified systems, including default and timely publication of full 
programme documents, and a rigorous process for assessing, approving and reporting on exclusions. 

Recommendation 2

FCDO should commit to achieving a standard of ‘very good’ in the Aid Transparency Index by 2024.

Recommendation 3

FCDO should resume publishing forward aid spending plans, cross-departmental development results and 
country aid priorities. 

Recommendation 4

In FCDO priority countries, the department should work with other donors to support greater use of IATI data 
and other aid information sources, to strengthen aid effectiveness and accountability. 
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1. Introduction
1.1	 Over the past decade, the UK has made clear commitments to ensuring the transparency of UK aid. 

The former Department for International Development (DFID) was one of the first development 
institutions around the world to commit to the routine publication of aid data, and from 2015 onwards 
the UK set down transparency objectives for all aid-spending departments. The UK was also active 
internationally in promoting transparency as part of good development practice. 

1.2	 Aid transparency is recognised in international policy documents and academic literature as an 
important principle: both taxpayers in donor countries and citizens or stakeholders in developing 
countries have a legitimate interest in knowing how international aid is used and what results it 
achieves.2 Aid transparency is also considered to be a means of improving the quality and effectiveness 
of aid, by making those involved in the delivery of aid more accountable.3 There are a range of actors 
potentially involved in that accountability chain, including parliaments and civil society organisations in 
donor countries.4 In recipient countries, these include governments (particularly ministries involved in 
preparing national budgets), parliaments, civil society organisations and citizens. However, the degree 
to which these actors actually make use of information on aid remains an open question.5

1.3	 In September 2020, DFID merged with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) to create the 
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO). Other important changes to UK aid 
followed, including successive reductions in the aid budget and the publication of a new international 
development strategy.6 In the context of these changes, ICAI’s reports following up on recommendations 
from its 2019-207 and 2020-218 reviews raised important questions around FCDO’s commitment to aid 
transparency.9 The new department is in the process of developing its policies and practices around the 
publication of aid data. 

1.4	 In these circumstances, a rapid review of the UK’s approach to aid transparency appeared timely. 
The review examines aid transparency practices by DFID and FCO over the period from 2015 until their 
merger, and by FCDO since its establishment in September 2020. It also assesses the role that DFID and 
FCDO have played in promoting aid transparency standards across the UK government and at the global 
level. In addition to checking compliance with the UK’s commitments on aid transparency, the review 
assesses whether the publication of aid data has helped improve the accountability and effectiveness of 
UK aid, and whether there has been effective engagement with aid information users to better respond 
to their needs.

1.5	 The review is built around the evaluation criteria of relevance, effectiveness and learning.10 It addresses 
the following questions and sub-questions as shown in Table 1.

2	 Review of impact and effectiveness of transparency and accountability initiatives – Annex 5: Aid transparency, Rosie McGee, Prepared for the Transparency 
and Accountability Initiative Workshop October 14-15, Transparency and Accountability Initiative, 2010, link.

3	 Briefing paper 1: Why aid transparency matters, and the global movement for aid transparency, Publish What You Fund, 2017, link.
4	 Reaching the potential of IATI data, Wilbrod Ntawiha and Conrad Zellman, Development Initiatives, March 2017, link.
5	 See Evaluating aid transparency: full report, Jonathan Glennie with Keri Culver, Samuel Bekoe, Adiba Khaled and Charles Sokile, Oxford Policy Management and 

Hewlett Foundation, January 2021, link.
6	 The UK government’s strategy for international development, United Kingdom, May 2022, link.
7	 ICAI follow-up review of 2019-20 reports, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, June 2021, link.
8	 ICAI follow-up review of 2020-21 reports, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, June 2022, link.
9	 Issues around aid transparency were raised in relation to reviews on 'How UK aid learns’ (link), 'The changing nature of UK aid to Ghana’ (link), ‘Assessing DFID’s 

results in improving maternal health’ (link) and ‘The UK’s preventing sexual violence in conflict initiative’ (link).
10	 Based on OECD DAC evaluation criteria. See Principles for evaluation of development assistance, Development Assistance Committee of the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development, link.

https://www.transparency-initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/impacts_annex5_final1.pdf
https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Briefing-Paper-1-Why-Aid-Transparency-Matters.pdf
https://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/reaching-the-potential-of-IATI-data.pdf
https://hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Evaluating-Aid-Transparency-Full-Report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1075328/uk-governments-strategy-international-development.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-2019-20-reviews.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-2020-21-reviews.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/How-UK-aid-learns.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/Aid-to-Ghana_FINAL.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/html-version/maternal-health/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/The-UKs-preventing-sexual-violence-in-conflict-initiative.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/50584880.pdf
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Table 1: Our review questions

Review criteria and question Sub-questions

1.	 Relevance: Does the UK have a 
clear and coherent approach to aid 
transparency?

•	 Does the UK have clear and defensible criteria to guide 
decisions on what aid information to publish?

•	 How well does the type and format of aid data that is published 
reflect the needs and interests of intended users of the data?

2.	Effectiveness: To what extent has 
the UK achieved its aid transparency 
objectives? 

•	 How well has the UK promoted cross-government standards 
and good practices on aid transparency?

•	 How well is the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development 
Office performing in meeting its aid transparency 
commitments, compared to its predecessor departments and 
to other similar donors?

•	 To what degree have transparency efforts helped improve the 
accountability and, subsequently, the effectiveness of UK aid? 

3.	Learning: To what extent has the UK sought and learned from feedback from users of UK aid data, both in 
the UK and in partner countries? 
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2.	 Methodology
2.1	 The review used a mixture of methods to answer the review questions and to provide a sufficient 

level of triangulation to ensure robust findings. The review methodology encompassed three 
intersecting elements: 

•	 A literature review: By reviewing academic and ‘grey’ literature, we explored potential channels 
through which transparency helps to make aid more accountable and effective, as well as empirical 
evidence on how well these channels operate in practice. 

•	 A strategy review: We explored how the UK’s approach to aid transparency has evolved since 2015 
(with some contextual references to the period looking back to 2010). We looked at how policy and 
practice has evolved under the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), as well as, 
the UK’s role promoting transparency globally.

•	 Engagement with UK aid information actors: Through interviews and focus group discussions we 
collected feedback on the relevance, utility and impact of UK aid transparency efforts. We engaged 
with four groups of stakeholders:

i.	 Partner country governments (in Somalia) and FCDO country offices (in Rwanda and Somalia) – 
to explore country-level experiences

ii.	 UK non-governmental organisations and research organisations – to explore their use of aid 
information for scrutiny purposes

iii.	 FCDO aid project managers – on their experiences in applying UK aid transparency requirements
iv.	 Representatives of other donor agencies – on the UK’s role in promoting aid transparency globally

Figure 1: Summary of methodological elements of the review

3. Engagement with UK aid information actors

2. Strategy review

Triangulated
data

1. 
Li

te
ra

tu
re

 review

We reviewed academic and grey 
literature on the links between 
aid transparency, accountability 
and effectiveness.

We undertook a series of interviews and focus 
group discussions with stakeholders who produce or make 

use of information on UK aid. The main stakeholder groups included:

• Partner country governments and FCDO country offices 
(Rwanda and Somalia)

• UK non-governmental organisations and research organisations

• FCDO aid project managers

• Representatives of other donor agencies

• We reviewed UK aid 
documents and interviewed 
officials.

• We assessed UK commitments on the 
publication of aid data, and the development 
of standards, tools and practices.

• We examined the role of the Department for 
International Development and FCDO 

in promoting aid transparency across 
the UK government and 

internationally.
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2.2	 Rwanda and Somalia11 were selected as countries in which we could explore how information on UK aid 
has helped them to more effectively manage and account for UK aid investments. They were chosen 
on the basis that they are significant recipients of UK aid and there have also been recent efforts by 
the donor community in both countries to improve the use of aid information. We interviewed FCDO 
officials in both countries to understand how they share aid information with local stakeholders, and we 
interviewed the Ministry of Planning in Somalia, to understand how they use UK aid information. We had 
planned to interview the Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning in Rwanda but they were not 
available for interview within the timeframe of this review. 

Box 1: Limitations to our methodology 

A focus on transparency related to operational delivery – This review focused on transparency related 
to operational delivery of programmes, and did not focus on issues of wider corporate transparency, 
such as procurement processes or human resource management.

Modest country engagement – In a rapid review, there is limited scope for country-level engagement, 
which for this review was limited to remote interviews with ministries of finance and FCDO offices in both 
Rwanda and Somalia. 

Light-touch evaluative approach on the links between UK aid transparency, accountability and 
effectiveness – We have relied mainly on existing research and insights from engaged stakeholders 
to identify some of these potential links. 

Institutional memory on policy and practice in the early phase of UK aid transparency efforts – 
While we were able to identify some key individuals involved in the early years of UK aid transparency 
efforts to understand their objectives, others were more challenging to identify and engage. 

11	 In 2020, Somalia received £232 million in aid from the UK government and Rwanda received £42 million (see Statistics on international development: final UK 
aid spend 2020, Table A4a, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, September 2021, link).

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1021094/Table-A4a.ods
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3.	 Background

Global aid reform and transparency

3.1	 ‘Aid transparency’ – the publication of information on aid flows, activities and impacts – has been an 
internationally agreed principle of effective development cooperation since 2005. The importance of 
transparency to aid effectiveness is referenced in agreements adopted at the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) High Level Forums on Aid Effectiveness, a key international 
platform for agreeing principles of good development cooperation, which has met periodically 
since 2002. 

3.2	 At the High Level Forum in Paris in 2005,12 and at the High Level Forum in Accra in 2008,13 donors 
committed to sharing information on aid commitments and disbursements with partner country 
governments. These commitments were intended to support mutual accountability between donors 
and partner countries, and to enable finance ministries to record aid flows on national budgets, helping 
them to make better choices on allocating their development finance. In 2011, at the High Level Forum 
in Busan, South Korea, the transparency commitment was broadened to emphasise the importance of 
sharing aid information with all relevant stakeholders (including citizens, organisations, constituents and 
shareholders), not just governments (see Box 2).

Box 2: Relevant quotes from the Paris, Accra and Busan agreements 

“Donors commit to: Provide timely, transparent and comprehensive information on aid flows so as to 
enable partner authorities to present comprehensive budget reports to their legislatures and citizens.” 
(Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, 2005)

“We will make aid more transparent. Developing countries will facilitate parliamentary oversight by 
implementing greater transparency in public financial management, including public disclosure of 
revenues, budgets, expenditures, procurement and audits. Donors will publicly disclose regular, detailed 
and timely information on volume, allocation and, when available, results of development expenditure to 
enable more accurate budget[ing], accounting and audit[ing] by developing countries.” (Accra Agenda for 
Action, 2011)

“Transparency and accountability to each other. Mutual accountability and accountability to the intended 
beneficiaries of our co-operation, as well as to our respective citizens, organisations, constituents 
and shareholders, is critical to delivering results. Transparent practices form the basis for enhanced 
accountability.” (Busan Partnership Agreement, 2011). 

3.3	 Donor countries also agreed to publish their aid data in a standard format, so that it can be used more 
effectively by stakeholders, including those in developing countries receiving aid. To that end, at the 
Accra High Level Forum in 2008, a group of bilateral, multilateral and philanthropic donors – including 
the UK Department for International Development (DFID) – collaborated to launch the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative (IATI). IATI has developed a common standard for the publication of aid information 
and has played a central role in promoting aid transparency (see Box 3). DFID was the first donor agency 
to publish its aid data according to the IATI Standard in 2011.

12	 This concluded with agreement on the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, OECD Publishing, Paris, link.
13	 This concluded with agreement on the Accra Agenda for Action, OECD Publishing, Paris, link.

https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/34428351.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264098107-en
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Box 3: Background on IATI 

The IATI Standard is a set of rules and guidance for publishing information about development and 
humanitarian aid. It identifies a wide range of categories of aid information that are important to publish, 
including: basic project attributes, financial data, performance information, documents, and the sub-national 
locations of projects. The Standard also specifies the format in which this information should be published, 
so as to allow this information to be more easily accessed and integrated with other financial and planning 
information. 

So far, over 1,400 organisations – including bilateral and multilateral development organisations, private 
foundations and non-governmental organisations – have published aid data according to the IATI Standard, 
although the amount and timeliness of the data publishing varies significantly across these organisations. 

IATI’s Members’ Assembly approves strategic decisions and changes to IATI's governance, and is formed of all 
IATI members. IATI’s Governing Board is made up of seven representatives elected by IATI members, and its 
role is to make recommendations on IATI’s strategic direction to the Members’ Assembly and to oversee the 
implementation of IATI’s work plan by the Secretariat.

3.4	 IATI aims to complement and build on aid reporting processes managed by the OECD’s Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC), which collects and reports information on official development assistance 
(ODA) provided by OECD members on an annual basis. While OECD aid statistics provide a limited level 
of detail and are retrospective and produced with a significant delay, the aim is that IATI data provide 
much more extensive detail on the nature of aid activities and are updated monthly or quarterly, 
to facilitate closer to real-time scrutiny and accountability.

The UK and aid transparency

3.5	 Aid transparency has been an explicit commitment for successive UK governments for more than 
15 years. 

3.6	 In 2006, Parliament passed the International Development (Reporting and Transparency) Act,14 
which requires the government to report in detail on its aid spending and its results in supporting 
poverty reduction. As a signatory to the Paris and Accra agreements, the UK committed in its 2009 
development White Paper to apply the highest standards of transparency to its aid.15 In its 2008-
09 annual report, DFID also began reporting against a set of development results indicators across 
the organisation. 

3.7	 From 2010, DFID introduced an ambitious new agenda on transparency as part of a wider package of 
reforms aimed at promoting value for money from UK aid spending. These included efforts to promote 
more rigorous and evidence-based programme designs and a stronger emphasis on setting and 
reporting against results targets.16 DFID’s transparency commitments complemented these changes by 
providing UK taxpayers and citizens in developing countries with the means to hold DFID and its partners 
to account against the high standards that had been set for UK aid.17

3.8	 This new transparency agenda was initiated through the announcement of the UK Aid Transparency 
Guarantee in 2010. The Guarantee committed DFID to begin publishing detailed project data and 
summary information in local languages. The preamble to the Guarantee stated that these and other 
measures would help to ensure “that UK taxpayers and citizens in poor countries can more easily 
hold DFID and recipient governments to account for using aid money wisely”.18 DFID first published 

14	 International Development (Reporting and Transparency) Act, UK Parliament, July 2006, link.
15	 Eliminating world poverty: building our common future, Department for International Development, July 2009, link.
16	 The politics of the results agenda in DFID 1997-2017, Craig Valters and Brendan Whitty, Overseas Development Institute, September 2017, link.
17	 Aid transparency guarantee, Department for International Development, June 2010, link.
18	 This was announced as part of the DFID Aid transparency guarantee (link), which also included a commitment to promote transparency of civil society 

organisations partnering with DFID, press other donors to improve their transparency, and encourage developing countries which receive UK aid to become 
more transparent to their citizens.

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/31/contents
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/229029/7656.pdf
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/11730.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-ukaid-transparency-guarantee
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-ukaid-transparency-guarantee
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aid information to the IATI Standard in January 2011, and launched its public aid information portal, 
Development Tracker (hereafter referred to as ‘DevTracker’) in 2012. Both of these actions helped to 
enable the department to deliver this commitment. The internal procedures and rules for publishing this 
programme information were initially set out in the DFID Blue Book, and subsequently elaborated further 
in DFID’s Smart Rules, which were introduced in 2014.19

3.9	 The introduction of the UK Aid Transparency Guarantee was followed in 2012 by DFID’s announcement of 
the Aid Transparency Challenge. This committed the department to ensuring that its delivery partners 
also began reporting according to the IATI Standard.20

3.10	 Alongside a commitment to increase the volume of aid managed by other government departments, 
the 2015 UK aid strategy21 also included a commitment for all of these departments to achieve a rating 
of ‘good’ (score of 60%-80%) or ‘very good’ (score of 80%-100%) in the globally recognised Aid 
Transparency Index by 2020.22 This is the main commitment against which we assess the aid transparency 
performance of DFID, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and the Foreign, Commonwealth 
and Development Office (FCDO) over the period since 2015. 

3.11	 In 2018, DFID published its Open aid, open societies strategy23 which reiterated the policy approach on 
aid transparency and was used as a tool for communications. Over the period from 2015 to 2019, the 
volume of UK aid managed by DFID increased (from £9,772 million to £11,107 million) although its share of 
total UK aid fell (from 80.5% to 73.1%).

19	 Smart Rules: better programme delivery, Better Delivery Department, Department for International Development, April 2020 (not publicly available). See also 
Rapid review of DFID’s Smart Rules, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, December 2014, link.

20	 This was announced as part of the DFID Aid Transparency Challenge (link) which also included commitments to establish an Aid Transparency Challenge 
Fund, to support work to promote aid transparency, and to establish the Development Sector Transparency Board, to seek guidance from the sector on aid 
transparency priorities.

21	 UK aid: Tackling global challenges in the national interest, Department for International Development and HM Treasury, November 2015, link.
22	 IATI assesses the transparency of aid agencies using indicators that reflect aid information needs expressed by a range of development stakeholders and linked 

to the IATI Standard, with a higher score indicating more extensive levels of transparency.
23	 Open aid, open societies, Department for International Development, February 2018, link.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Smart-Rules-Report-FINAL.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/justine-greening-launching-aid-transparency-challenge
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/478834/ODA_strategy_final_web_0905.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/682143/Open-Aid-Open-Societies.pdf
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Figure 2: Timeline of key UK and global events, agreements and policies on transparency

The Accra High Level Forum was held, leading international 
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collaborate to launch the International Aid Transparency 
Initiative (IATI) and the Accra Agenda for Action

The Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) published its 
plan for beginning to report aid data to IATI

FCO published its Policy Portfolio Framework, which set 
out guidance and requirements for programme 
management and delivery, including transparency

The UK's International Development Secretary, 
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Transparency Guarantee, which included a commitment 
for the Department for International Development (DFID) 
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3.12	 FCO signed up to IATI in 2012, and started publishing shortly after, following the publication of its IATI 
implementation plan24 in March 2013. However, it was only in 2019 that the department followed DFID by 
introducing a formal framework guiding its aid transparency efforts, through the publication of its Policy 
Portfolio Framework, which set out its rules and processes for programme management. This was despite 
the fact that between 2015 and 2019 the volume of UK aid managed by FCO increased from £391 million 
(3.2% of total UK aid)25 to £679 million (4.5% of total UK aid)26, with additional FCO-managed programmes 
funded through cross-government aid funds.27

3.13	 Following the merger of DFID and FCO to form FCDO in September 2020, the new department began 
work on a Programme Operating Framework (PrOF) to guide programme management and replace the 
DFID Smart Rules and FCO Policy Portfolio Framework. The PrOF was finalised in early 2021 and includes 
a set of rules and procedures guiding transparency efforts. 

3.14	 A number of cross-departmental bodies and processes have supported efforts to deepen aid 
transparency efforts over the period since 2015, including:

•	 The International Development Sector Transparency Board (2013-15) brought together government 
officials and UK development sector experts to explore aid transparency challenges and priorities. 

24	 Agreed IATI implementation plan, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, March 2013, link.
25	 Statistics on international development: final UK aid spend 2015, Table 3, Department for International Development, November 2016, link.
26	 Statistics on international development: final UK aid spend 2019, Table 2, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, September 2020, link.
27	 In 2019 FCO was disbursed an additional £88 million from the Prosperity Fund (established in 2014) and an additional £453 million from the Conflict, Stability 

and Security Fund (established in 2015) to implement programmes. Overall, in 2019, FCO therefore managed £1,220 million in UK aid, or 8% of the total (See 
Statistics on international development: final UK aid spend 2019, Tables 4a (link) and 4b (link), Department for International Development, September 2020. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agreed-iati-implementation-plan
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/572063/statistics-on-international-development-2016a.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/927135/Statistics_on_International_Development_Final_UK_Aid_Spend_2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1004264/Table-4a-revised.ods
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1004266/Table-4b-revised.ods
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•	 The Senior Officials Group (2016), led by DFID (now FCDO) and HM Treasury, focused initially on 
managing the 0.7% aid spending target before its mandate was broadened to include transparency 
in 2017.

•	 The Transparency Community of Practice was established by DFID in 2018, and used by the department 
to share best practice with and promote cooperation across government departments on aid 
transparency.

3.15	 A key tool developed by DFID to support the management and publication of its information on financial 
flows, activities and results related to aid programmes is an internal information management system 
known as the Aid Management Platform (AMP). The AMP was used by DFID (and is still used for the 
ex-DFID portfolio in FCDO) to manage data on programme activities and view financial information, 
to support evidence-based management at both programme and portfolio level. A data pipeline was 
developed between AMP, ARIES (ex-DFID finance system), IATI and DevTracker, so that programme and 
financial information would be published in an automated way to DevTracker. DevTracker is powered by 
IATI data. The process provides for a one-to-two-month period of review (using the ‘Project Reporting 
Application’) to allow project information and document quality and sensitivity to be reviewed by the 
Information Rights Department and any decisions on non-disclosure to be appropriately addressed by 
ministers. This process and the timeline for publication are presented in Figure 3 below.

Figure 3: Illustration of the UK aid project data publication process

Data are reviewed by the 
transparency team, to check 
data quality and identify any 

sensitive issues that could 
attract media attention

Programme teams respond to 
queries, review data, correct 

data where required (by the end 
of month 2) and formally submit 
requests to exclude data (via the 
director or head of department) 

(by the 19th day of month 2)

Approved project 
data are created in 
the AMP (project 
titles, purposes, 

components, 
geo-coding etc)

All newly created 
project data are pulled 

through to the PRA 
platform for review

Ministers are notified 
of sensitive data and 

requests for exclusion 
(in the monthly 

submission for all 
relevant programmes)

Ministers review, 
discuss with teams 

and make publication 
decisions 

Data are published 
to IATI and then 

automatically pulled 
into and published 

on DevTracker

Month 1 Month 2, day 1 Month 2 End of Month 2 Month 3, day 1

Aid Management 
Platform (AMP)

Project Reporting 
Application (PRA)

PRA review Ministers’ approval Publication

Source: Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, 2022 (unpublished)

3.16	 At the time this report was finalised, the project management systems of DFID and FCO were still in use 
in parallel within FCDO, as work was ongoing to develop unified programme and financial management 
systems for the merged department. As a result, FCDO programmes previously managed by DFID still use 
the AMP and follow DFID’s publication practices. 

3.17	 Within DFID, oversight of aid transparency policy was the responsibility of the Better Delivery 
Department (BDD), which was part of the Finance, Corporate and Performance Department. 
The transparency team in BDD was supported by a technical team in the Business Services Department, 
and a person responsible for handling data and exclusions in the Information Rights Department. 
Within FCO, oversight of aid transparency policy sat in the Portfolio Management Office and was 
supported by information leads in the Knowledge and Information Department. Between 2015 and 2018, 
the total number of officials working on aid transparency in DFID and FCO increased from around five 
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(full-time equivalent) to 11.6, before beginning to fall thereafter. In 2022, transparency was supported by 
8.1 full-time equivalent roles in FCDO.

Why aid transparency matters

3.18	 Aid transparency is seen in the policy and academic literature as an important principle in its own right. 
Those contributing to aid (such as taxpayers and private donors) and those affected by the activities it 
funds should be able to see how aid is being used.28

3.19	 Aid transparency is also widely seen as a means of promoting accountability for aid. Building on core 
principles of good public administration more generally,29 transparency allows those contributing to aid 
and people affected by the activities it funds to scrutinise the performance of aid agencies and to ensure 
that they are ‘answerable’ to these actors. 

3.20	 While transparency is important for all public spending, it could be said to be particularly important 
for aid, given the particular dynamics of accountability facing this resource. Donors are primarily 
accountable to their own citizens, parliaments and media, but these citizens do not have the same direct 
experience or knowledge of aid as they might for domestic expenditure. Conversely, the citizens of 
partner countries who are intended to benefit from aid spending have few formal channels for holding 
donors to account.30

3.21	 Transparency is also seen as a means of promoting more effective aid. The precise causal link from 
transparency to improved effectiveness is not yet settled in the literature,31 but is thought to run 
through a range of stakeholders in both donor and partner countries, who in theory can make use of 
aid information for a variety of purposes. An illustration of the benefits of aid transparency and relevant 
stakeholders is presented in the transparency section of FCDO’s PrOF (see Box 4). 

Box 4: FCDO’s case for transparency 

Transparency helps us to be more accountable, efficient and effective by: 

•	 supporting evidence-based decision-making by feeding into FCDO management information 
•	 improving engagement with programme constituents (‘beneficiaries’), enabling empowerment of choice 

and control in programmes 
•	 providing better oversight and coordination of spend
•	 reducing duplication by sharing information with others  
•	 delivering comprehensive, relevant and accessible aid information to the public domain via DevTracker 

and gov.uk 
•	 enabling sharing of information with countries where ODA spend supports better outcomes
•	 helping to track funds to downstream partners and to address corruption.

Source: FCDO Programme Operating Framework, FCDO, May 2022, link.

3.22	 As in other areas of public policy, the links between transparency and effectiveness can be complex 
and involve long chains of causality, especially regarding the role of partner country stakeholders. 
The literature review published with this report finds that empirical evidence on these causal links is 
relatively scarce.32 Nonetheless, there was a broad consensus among stakeholders consulted for this 
review that, at the very least, the publication of aid data creates incentives for those managing aid 
to operate more diligently, thereby helping to promote higher-quality development cooperation.

28	 Evaluating aid transparency: full report, Jonathan Glennie with Keri Culver, Samuel Bekoe, Adiba Khaled and Charles Sokile, Oxford Policy Management and 
Hewlett Foundation, January 2021, link.

29	 Based on principle-agent theory, aid transparency provides the foundation for accountability by allowing principals for aid (that is, those affected by and 
contributing to aid) to understand the performance and behaviour of agents for aid (that is, donor officials and delivery partners).

30	 Aid transparency and accountability: ‘Build it and they'll come’?, Rosie McGee, Development Policy Review, p. 31, link.
31	 See our literature review available on the ICAI website, link.
32	 See our literature review available on the ICAI website, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fcdo-programme-operating-framework
https://hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Evaluating-Aid-Transparency-Full-Report.pdf
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/3015/DPR article Aid Transparency - final.pdf?sequence=1
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/review/transparency-in-uk-aid/summary/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/review/transparency-in-uk-aid/summary/
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4.	 Findings
4.1	 In this section, we assess the relevance, effectiveness and learning approach related to the UK’s aid 

transparency efforts over the period since the publication of the UK aid strategy in November 2015, 
and especially since the establishment of the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) 
in September 2020.

Relevance: Does the UK have a clear and coherent approach to aid transparency?

4.2	 This section examines whether the Department for International Development (DFID), the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office (FCO) and FCDO have had clear and defensible criteria to guide decisions on what 
aid information to publish, and how well the type and format of aid data they published reflected the 
needs and interests of intended users of the data.

DFID published detailed corporate information and applied a presumption of disclosure as regards 
programme information, with clear and coherent criteria applied for withholding this information

4.3	 Over the period from 2010 until its merger with FCO in September 2020, DFID published regular detailed 
reports on its operations and applied a presumption of disclosure as regards information about its 
programmes. Programme documentation could only be withheld from publication through an explicit 
decision involving ministers, based on clear and limited criteria. 

4.4	 At the corporate level, DFID’s transparency was facilitated by the publishing of detailed annual reports 
and accounts, beginning in 1999. The annual report contained information on spending across 
countries and thematic areas, and reported on results and performance against UK and global reform 
commitments and in DFID priority countries. From 2008-09, it also included information on DFID’s global 
development results across its main thematic portfolios, which was supplemented by publishing separate 
detailed corporate results reports covering the period 2011-1533 and annually during 2015-20.34 However, 
to date FCDO’s annual reports have only reported on a narrow set of corporate development results, and 
dedicated results reports have not been published.

4.5	 Since 2012, DFID/FCDO has also produced the publication Statistics on International Development (SID), 
which reports on official development assistance (ODA) spending across government. Provisional SID 
ODA data for the previous year disaggregated by department and region are normally published in 
April. A later version of SID (usually in September) presents final data on ODA spending  for the previous 
calendar year, and disaggregates this data in more detail, including by country, sector and multilateral 
delivery partners.35

4.6	 As regards individual aid programmes, DFID’s 2010 Aid Transparency Guarantee36 committed the 
department to publishing information about budgets, activities and results. This commitment led to the 
publishing of programme documents on DevTracker – a portal the department established for making 
programme information publicly available – from 2011 onwards. 

4.7	 The specific requirements for delivering on the programme transparency commitment were initially 
presented in the DFID Blue Book, which guided operational management in the department. The Blue 
Book stated that business cases, translated intervention summaries, logframes and project reviews were 
to be published on DevTracker.37

33	 In 2016 DFID published a series of sector results reports. See DFID Results Framework results 2011 to 2015 by sector, United Kingdom, link.
34	 These reports presented aggregate results achieved by the department in the period beginning 2015. For example, see DFID results estimates 2015-2022: 

sector report, Department for International Development, August 2020, link.
35	 This publication is largely produced from, and therefore replicates, the data on UK ODA flows that are reported systematically to the OECD’s Development 

Assistance Committee to fulfil standard ODA reporting applied by all donors. However, it does also include some additional detail on trends in ODA spending 
across government departments.

36	 Aid transparency guarantee, United Kingdom, June 2010, link.
37	 Blue book: the essential guide to working at DFID – B – Managing programmes, projects and expenditure, Department for International Development, March 

2013, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dfid-results-framework-results-2011-to-2015-by-sector
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/927493/dfid-results-estimates-sector--report-2015-2020-update-16oct20.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-ukaid-transparency-guarantee
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/blue-book-the-essential-guide-to-working-at-dfid
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4.8	  In 2014 DFID introduced its Smart Rules,38 which presented a framework of principles, rules, qualities and 
standards to be applied in delivering DFID programmes. Among the principles set out in this document 
was the requirement to be transparent,39 and its rules included an elaboration of the programme 
documents that were required to be published. These documents initially included full business cases, 
logframes, formal arrangements and agreements (such as contracts, Memoranda of Understanding and 
grants/non-fiscal programmes), correspondence, assurance documents, annual reviews and project 
completion reviews.40 Over time, this list of documents was expanded and formalised, and the main 
additions made in later versions of the Smart Rules were to require publication of any changes to business 
cases and any external evaluations.41

4.9	 As regards sensitive information, the Smart Rules noted that such information should “only be 
excluded from publication as a last resort”.42 When applying to withhold programme documents from 
publication, officials were required to justify non-disclosure based on the criteria set out in UK freedom 
of information legislation.43 There followed a process, led by the Information Rights Department, to try 
and resolve these sensitivities without withholding data or documents, such as through redacting certain 
information. If no solution was found, the application for withholding project data or documents was 
passed to the designated minister responsible for transparency44 to make a final decision.

4.10	 This process is still applied to FCDO programmes managed using the Aid Management Platform (AMP), 
ie ex-DFID programmes. Information shared by FCDO on exclusions relating to these programmes 
indicates that, from July to December 2021, there were no cases where programme documents for 
new AMP programmes were excluded altogether, as all requests for exclusion were resolved through 
anonymisation or redacting of sensitive information. From January to June 2022, 19 new programmes 
managed through the AMP were fully excluded from publication, all of which were being implemented 
in Ukraine, as the department judged that they contained potentially sensitive information that could 
put the safety of delivery partners at risk. In addition, through a separate process, in August/September 
2022 FCDO removed from DevTracker documents for all its ongoing programmes in Afghanistan, due 
to similar security sensitivities. Information on these programmes in Afghanistan and Ukraine is currently 
being reviewed so as to address sensitivities (such as through redactions), and the department plans 
to publish it following this process. 

4.11	 FCDO also shared other recent examples of ex-DFID programmes for which partial exclusions of 
information were agreed. These included withholding the names of implementing partners in Syria due 
to safety concerns, withholding the business case for a project working on LGBTQ+ rights due to safety 
concerns for implementing partners, and a number of programmes for which the publication of the 
business case was withheld temporarily to avoid publishing financial information that could undermine 
ongoing procurement processes. FCDO confirmed that these types of commercial confidentiality issues 
have historically been the most common reason for delays to publishing business cases.

4.12	 Overall, these examples indicate that in practice DFID utilised clear and coherent criteria to guide 
exclusion decisions, and that this has continued under FCDO regarding AMP programmes. 

38	 These Smart Rules were revised at least twice yearly until DFID was merged with FCO to form FCDO (in September 2020), to reflect experience with applying 
them and the evolving operating environment.

39	 Which was justified by stating that “British taxpayers and beneficiaries have a right to know what we’re doing, why we’re doing it, how we’re doing it, how much 
it will cost and what it will achieve.” See Smart Rules: better programme delivery, Department for International Development, 2015, p. 9, link.

40	 Smart Rules: better programme delivery, Department for International Development, 2015, p. 10, link.
41	 DFID produced an internal guide to support implementation of the Smart Rules related to transparency, which identified 12 categories of documents that 

should be published for programmes, including: 1. Business Case; 2. Addendum to the Business Case; 3. Intervention Summary; 4. Logical Framework 
(Logframe); 5. Memorandum of Understanding; 6. Memorandum of Understanding Amendment Letter; 7. Accountable Grant; 8. Annual Review; 9. Project 
Completion Review; 10. Evaluation Report; 11. Evaluation Management Response; 12. Evaluation Recommendation Follow-Ups.

42	 Smart Rules: better programme delivery, Department for International Development, 2020, p. 10 (unpublished).
43	 DFID’s guidance for applying this legislation specifically emphasised the principles of: i) International relations (avoiding harming them); ii) Security and safety 

(for UK officials and partner organisations; iii) Personal information; iv) Commercial sensitivity; v) Information that is exempt from disclosure under other 
policies or regulations.

44	 This minister is currently Lord Ahmed of Wimbledon, FCDO minister for South and Central Asia, North Africa, the United Nations and the Commonwealth.

https://documen.site/download/dfid-smart-rules-better-programme-delivery-updated_pdf
https://documen.site/download/dfid-smart-rules-better-programme-delivery-updated_pdf
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DFID’s comprehensive approach to publication was not supported by sufficient analysis of the needs of 
user groups 

4.13	 DFID’s bold approach to publishing programme documents was not complemented with sufficient 
analysis of what aid information users wanted and needed. DFID lacked a structured process for engaging 
with and responding to user groups. We found no substantive analysis of the diverse needs of aid 
information users, and no attempt to tailor the form of aid data to reflect their needs. 

4.14	 In interviews with officials overseeing the management and development of DevTracker and SID, 
we heard that user analytics for these publishing tools suggested that the main users were ‘experts’ from 
developed countries (namely DFID/FCDO staff, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and research 
organisations), and that there had been limited use of data by the UK general public or by stakeholders 
in developing countries. As regards DevTracker, independent research commissioned by DFID in 2017 
suggested that issues around the accessibility of language and the complexity of the data were a barrier 
to greater use by the public.45 We did not see any analysis undertaken by DFID with developing country 
users on their experiences with DevTracker and SID. The fact that such analysis was not undertaken 
suggests that DFID did not actively pursue the vision of its 2010 Aid Transparency Guarantee46 to ensure 
that aid transparency efforts engaged UK taxpayers and citizens in poor countries (see paragraph 3.7). 
This conclusion is also supported by our analysis using the UK’s International Aid Transparency Initiative 
(IATI) data which found that, despite the Guarantee committing DFID to publish summary programme 
information in local languages, only 90 intervention summaries for UK aid programmes have been 
published in local languages over the last decade47 and the number of programme documents of any 
type produced in local languages fell from 54 in 2013 to just five in 2017 and three in 2020.48 

4.15	 In addition, we noted that IATI has also faced challenges related to engaging partner country 
stakeholders, with implications for UK data published through this channel. The 2015 evaluation of 
IATI concluded that there had been limited effort to engage the users of aid information since its 
establishment in 2008,49 and more recent independent analysis suggests that developing country 
stakeholders are still struggling to access and make effective use of IATI data.50 IATI’s most recent 
strategic plan emphasises promoting “the systematic use of IATI data usability” as one if its three core 
priorities,51 thereby acknowledging the challenge (see paragraphs 4.91-4.93 for more discussion on IATI 
and user engagement). A key challenge to be addressed here is to support potential users to develop and 
access information technology systems for accessing, analysing and making use of IATI data, which are 
published in a machine-readable format and therefore require tools to be developed for processing. 

FCO did not pursue a clear and coherent approach to aid transparency, leading to diverse practices across 
its aid portfolios and challenges for usability

4.16	 Over the review period, FCO did not set out clear and coherent standards to be applied for publishing aid 
information, which led to a discretionary approach to publishing programme documentation. 

4.17	 FCO’s first specific commitments on aid transparency were set out in its March 2013 implementation plan 
for beginning to report its aid information to IATI.52 This plan was presented in the form of a spreadsheet 
which identified the broad categories of aid information that the department would publish, and 
included a commitment to ensure that information reported would be compliant with the IATI Standard 
by March 2014. However, this plan only provided limited detail on the types of programme documents 

45	 Development Tracker (DevTracker) – user research, IA Square, October 2017 (unpublished).
46	 Aid transparency guarantee, Department for International Development, June 2010, link.
47	 Alongside 22 business cases, 22 annual reviews and five project completion reviews declared to be in non-English languages.
48	 FCDO informed us that, while the option of translating programme documents into local languages remains available to teams, delivery teams had fed back 

that the burden of publishing documents in the local language is prohibitive, particularly where there are multiple local languages to consider.
49	 External independent evaluation of the International Aid Transparency Initiative: synthesis report, Ian Davies, October 2015, link.
50	 Evaluating aid transparency: full report, Jonathan Glennie with Keri Culver, Samuel Bekoe, Adiba Khaled and Charles Sokile, Oxford Policy Management and 

Hewlett Foundation, January 2021, link.
51	 IATI strategic plan 2020-2025, International Aid Transparency Initiative, 2020, p. 12, link.
52	 FCO’s Open Data Strategy (link) referenced ODA as being one of the areas of the department’s spending on which big data would be published, but it did not 

include any specific commitments on the types of ODA information that would be published.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-ukaid-transparency-guarantee
https://cdn.iatistandard.org/prod-iati-website/documents/IATI_Evaluation_2015-Report-2-Synthesis-Report.pdf
https://hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Evaluating-Aid-Transparency-Full-Report.pdf
https://cdn.iatistandard.org/prod-iati-website/documents/IATI_Strategic_Plan_2020_-_2025.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-data-strategy-refresh
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that would be published and it did not set out how reporting would be adapted to and managed across 
FCO’s various aid portfolios. 

4.18	 In October 2019 FCO published its Policy Portfolio Framework (PPF), which set out guidance and 
requirements for programme management and delivery. The PPF set out a commitment to the principle 
of transparency, but did not commit to publishing specific documents across its portfolio. Instead, the 
PPF noted that programme documentation such as business cases and project completion reports would 
be published only “in some cases”.53 This wording sanctioned discretionary and ad hoc decision-making 
on publication.

4.19	 In ICAI’s view, the absence of clear guiding principles and requirements set by FCO on the publication 
of its programme documents allowed a discretionary approach to be pursued, resulting in a variety 
of publication practices across FCO aid portfolios. Programmes funded from FCO’s own aid budget, 
including those implemented by the British Council (£140 million in ODA in 2020) and other arm’s-
length bodies, generally released only summary information. However, in contrast, FCO programmes 
funded through the two cross-government aid funds, the Prosperity Fund (established 2014) and the 
Conflict, Stability and Security Fund (CSSF) (established 2015), routinely published some programme 
documentation, although not to the extent of DFID’s publication practice (see Table 2).

4.20	 The two cross-government funds were supported by a dedicated administrative structure54 for allocating 
and overseeing the funds, and a set of operating rules for the recipient departments. These included 
transparency requirements. The CSSF required all programme teams to “produce Programme Summaries 
and Annual Review summaries for publication each year”,55 and any exemptions from publication 
required the agreement of the head of the CSSF. The Prosperity Fund required reporting of summary 
information to IATI, but left it to each department whether or not to publish programme documents.56

53	 The FCO policy portfolio framework, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, October 2019 (unpublished).
54	 In 2018 the government formalised the structures for overseeing these two funds by forming the Joint Funds Unit, which operates with the National Security 

Secretariat in the Cabinet Office.
55	 CSSF operating framework rules, Joint Funds Unit, 2021 (unpublished).
56	 Cross-Government Prosperity Fund: operating framework, Joint Funds Unit, 2019 (unpublished).
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Table 2: Overview of information published across FCO aid portfolios, as of 2020

Mainly basic IATI 
overview data

Some summary 
programme 
documents

Some full programme 
documents

Programmes funded from FCO’s aid budget

British Council  
(£140 million in 2020)

✓ 

also published 
annual reports and 

one programme 
report

BBC World Service  
(£70 million in 2020)

✓ 

also published 
annual reports

Arm’s-length bodies  
(Chevening Scholarships (CS), 
Great Britain China Centre 
(GBCC), Wilton Park (WP), 
Westminster Foundation for 
Democracy (WFD). (In 2020: 
CS – £2 million, GBCC – £0.5 
million, WP – £1.4 million, WFD 
– £8.1 million (for 2020-21))

✓ 

most also 
published annual 

reports

Frontline diplomatic activity 
(£12 million in 2020) ✓

International subscriptions 
(£45 million in 2020) ✓

International Programme 
(£1 million in 2020) ✓ 

Programmes funded by cross-government aid funds

Conflict, Stability and Security 
Fund  
(£388 million of ODA in 2020)

✓ 

Prosperity Fund  
(£139 million of ODA in 2020) ✓ 

FCDO’s internal operational guidance includes an explicit commitment to aid transparency, but maintains 
the publication practices of predecessor departments for FCDO’s ex-DFID and ex-FCO aid portfolios and 
puts a disproportionate emphasis on the issue of information sensitivities

4.21	 FCDO’s Programme Operating Framework (PrOF) was published in April 2021 and sets out programme 
operating procedures for the department, replacing the DFID Smart Rules and the FCO Policy 
Portfolio Framework. 

4.22	 The PrOF sets out an explicit rule that “[a]ll FCDO programmes and projects should be as transparent 
as possible”, which it justifies on the basis that “British taxpayers, beneficiaries, and constituents in 
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the countries where we operate have a right to know what we’re doing, why and how we’re doing it, 
how much it will cost and what it will achieve”.57 It is notable, though, that the use of the word “should” 
contrasts with the use of the word “must” in introducing virtually all of the other rules in the PrOF, 
which could give the impression that this rule has a different status. 

4.23	 In elaborating the requirements for implementing this rule, the PrOF notes that “[a]ll programmes must 
consider transparency at the early design stage” and that “documents and information need to be saved 
in a way that allows publishing to DevTracker or for Freedom of Information purposes”. It also notes 
specifically that for AMP programmes (that is, ex-DFID programmes) there is a requirement for records 
to be kept up to date and project documents to be saved correctly, as they are published automatically. 
However, the PrOF itself does not indicate what information is to be published for non-AMP programmes 
(that is, ex-FCO programmes).

4.24	 In addition to the PrOF, the FCDO transparency team has produced a guide on ‘FCDO’s approach 
to aid transparency’ that aims to provide further guidance in this area of policy and practice across the 
department.58 The guide identifies a list of 12 documents (identical to those listed in the last version of the 
DFID Smart Rules59) that should be published for aid programmes. It notes that these documents should 
be published “where they are available, and it is appropriate”, which seems to allow for some flexibility in 
terms of what information is published. This conclusion is supported by the fact that the diverse pattern 
of reporting practices applied by programmes previously managed by FCO (see Table 2) has continued 
since the formation of FCDO.

4.25	 It is also important to note that the PrOF and its accompanying guide to aid transparency place a much 
stronger emphasis on managing potential sensitivities than in the DFID Smart Rules. The PrOF documents 
reference sensitivities much more widely than the Smart Rules60 and identify seven criteria most relevant 
to decisions to exclude information from publication61 compared to the five in the transparency guide 
accompanying the DFID Smart Rules guide. Furthermore, while in DFID’s Smart Rules the provisions on 
information sensitivity made it clear that exclusion from publication was “a last resort”62 and only for 
“a compelling reason”,63 similar qualifying statements are absent from the PrOF.

4.26	 FCDO staff advised us that the PrOF’s stronger emphasis on information sensitivities reflects the greater 
sensitivity of the ex-FCO portfolio, and that these criteria would not necessarily lead to more extensive 
use of exclusions for other programming. We acknowledge that the part of FCDO’s portfolio inherited 
from FCO is likely to involve more sensitivities than a typical former DFID programme. However, this 
is a relatively small proportion of the FCDO portfolio. We estimate that, in 2020-21, only around 10% 
of total FCDO programme spending was on legacy FCO activities.64 It would therefore be unfortunate 
if transparency standards for the aid programme as a whole were lowered, to accommodate a small 
minority of cases. 

4.27	 We were informed that once FCDO’s unified programme and financial management systems are in place 
(scheduled for November 2022), there will be revisions to the PrOF to set out a more consistent and 
coherent approach to transparency and procedures for withholding information across the department. 
Discussions on these unified guidelines are yet to start, and they may not be finalised until after the 
department’s new systems are in place. 

57	 FCDO Programme Operating Framework, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, April 2021, p. 26, link.
58	 FCDO’s approach to transparency, Better Delivery Department, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, April 2021 (unpublished)
59	 See footnote 41 for a list of these documents.
60	 In the PrOF documents the sensitivity of information is referenced in eight separate places, compared to two for the Smart Rules documents.
61	 These seven criteria include: i. International relations (information that may prejudice or harm FCDO’s relations with other governments or institutions); 

ii. Security and safety (of FCDO staff, contractors and beneficiaries; iii. Personal information and/or confidentiality; iv. Commercially sensitive information; 
v. Information supplied by, or relating to, bodies dealing with security matters, or where information should be withheld for the purposes of safeguarding 
national security; vi. Information that relates to formulation of government policy; vii. Information that is exempt from disclosure under other laws, policies or 
regulations, such as the Human Rights Act. Among these seven criteria, ii. (Security and safety) and vi. (Information that relates to formulation of government 
policy) have been added by FCDO to those given emphasis by DFID.

62	 Smart Rules: better programme delivery, Department for International Development, 2020, p. 10 (unpublished).
63	 Smart Rules: better programme delivery, Department for International Development, 2020, p. 21 (unpublished).
64	 Using Annual report and accounts: 2020-21, Annex A, pp. 249-260 (link), we estimate this to add up to £1.2 billion (out of total FCDO programme spending 

of £11.9 billion). This figure is based on adding the outturn spending reported for 2020-21 for all the portfolios listed in Table 2, excluding frontline diplomatic 
activity and allocating part of the reported ODA spending on the CSSF and the Prosperity Fund to legacy DFID activity (based on DFID’s share of this spending 
reported in 2019).

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1084157/Programme-Operating-Framework-14-06-2022.odt
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1019938/FCDO_annual_report_and_accounts_2020_to_2021_accessible.pdf
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4.28	 It is planned that, once all programmes are brought on to the AMP, the existing publication practices 
for AMP programmes will continue to apply. However, this is not guaranteed. A number of FCDO 
officials noted in interviews that there is some nervousness in parts of the department about taking a 
systematic approach to publication of programme information across all aid portfolios. One emphasised 
that transparency is not ingrained into the culture of diplomats, who are now formally overseeing aid 
spending in-country.65 Another noted that the core challenge in the department around transparency 
is partly culture, as the two predecessor departments had very different perspectives on this issue. 
Given the diverse views on transparency in FCDO, there are risks that the department will opt for a 
more discretionary approach to publication as its procedures and practices evolve in the coming 
months. Another key question is whether the current practice of rapid publication will be maintained, 
as significant delays to publication could undermine accountability.  

4.29	 In summary, the PrOF essentially maintains the pre-merger status quo for publication within FCDO, that 
is, with AMP (ex-DFID) programmes publishing a wide range of documents through an automatic process 
and non-AMP (ex-FCO) programmes publishing more selectively through a more manual process. 
The strong emphasis on the need to address information sensitivities in the PrOF may signal that a more 
cautious approach to the publication of programme documents will emerge in the future. However, 
key decisions on FCDO’s approach remain to be made in the coming months as the PrOF and related 
procedures are revised to establish unified transparency practices across the department.

There are concerns about the format of information on aid spending plans (and budget reductions) 
provided to Parliament 

4.30	 As illustrated in ICAI’s review Management of the 0.7% ODA spending target in 2020, extensive changes 
were made to UK aid spending plans in the first half of 2020 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
weaker than expected economic growth, which led to adjustments of £2,347 million in DFID’s spending.66 
Even larger additional budget reductions were announced in November 2020 as a result of a decision 
to temporarily reduce the UK aid spending target from 0.7% to 0.5% of UK gross national income from 
2021. Information on these budget reductions and revised spending plans was only released after a 
significant delay (discussed in more detail in paragraph 4.70), and when it was released, the format of 
the information made it difficult for Parliament and other stakeholders to scrutinise these decisions. 

4.31	 The first detailed information from FCDO about the department’s aid allocations for 2021-22 was 
presented in a letter that Dominic Raab, the then foreign secretary, sent to the UK Parliament’s 
International Development Committee (IDC) in April 2021.67 This letter set out aid allocations 
for sectors and regions, but we were informed by external stakeholders that these allocations 
were shared in a format that differed from previous reporting of spending and budgets, making 
comparisons with previous years very difficult. For example, it was not clear which countries were 
included in which regional groupings (such as the Indo-Pacific and South Asia region), and non-
standard sector breakdowns were used (for example, girls’ education was referenced without details 
on broader education spending). Stakeholders we interviewed noted that the lack of clarity on these 
figures hindered their efforts to scrutinise spending changes and engage in dialogue with FCDO on 
these decisions.

4.32	 We were also informed by external stakeholders that the format of FCDO Main Estimates (details on 
planned departmental spending which are shared with Parliament early in each financial year) for 2021-
2268 grouped programmatic spending previously managed by DFID under one heading,69 which did not 
allow for scrutiny on how spending had changed within key areas of the budget. 

65	  In March 2020 it was announced that DFID country directors were to begin reporting directly to ambassadors (link), and since the formation of FCDO 
ambassadors have been empowered to “lead all of the Government’s work in the host country” (see Government response – merging success: bringing 
together the FCO and DFID (HC 525), Foreign Affairs Committee, July 2020, link).

66	 Management of the 0.7% ODA spending target in 2020: a rapid review, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, May 2021, link.
67	 Letter sent from Dominic Raab, then secretary of state for foreign, commonwealth and development affairs, to Sarah Champion, chair of the IDC, Foreign, 

Commonwealth and Development Office, 21 April 2021, link.
68	 FCDO main estimates memorandum 2021 to 2022, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, May 2021, link.
69	 This information was reporting under the heading “Strategic priorities and other programme spend”, whereas DFID’s Main Estimates included detail on 

categories such as ‘Regional Programmes’, ‘Other Central Programmes’ and ‘Policy Priorities, International Organisations and Humanitarian’.

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/boris-johnsons-silent-coup-puts-aid-funds-in-hands-of-foreign-office-2b0vmp83g
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmfaff/809/80902.htm
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-spending-targets-2020-rapid-review.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/5681/documents/55988/default/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/foreign-commonwealth-development-office-main-estimates-memorandum-2021-to-2022/fcdo-main-estimates-memorandum-2021-to-2022-accessible-version
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4.33	 It was noted, however, that FCDO officials worked closely with the IDC to ensure that the FCDO Main 
Estimates for 2022-23 included more detailed information on planned spending, which allowed for closer 
comparisons with previous spending plans70 and more effective scrutiny. 

Conclusions on relevance

4.34	 DFID pursued a clear and coherent approach to aid transparency, with a presumption of disclosure 
subject to only limited exceptions. FCO’s approach to aid transparency was more discretionary, rather 
than based on clear rules. FCDO has made a broad commitment to aid transparency and outlined a rules-
based approach, but with ambiguities relating to the publication of programme documents across non-
AMP (ex-FCO) programmes and the procedures to be followed for non-disclosure. Important decisions 
on FCDO’s approach to transparency will be made in the coming months.

Effectiveness: To what extent has the UK achieved its aid transparency objectives?

4.35	 This section examines how well DFID, FCO and FCDO have performed in meeting aid transparency 
commitments and in promoting cross-government standards and good practices on aid transparency. 
It also presents findings from a range of stakeholder engagement activities aimed at gathering 
insights on the degree to which UK transparency efforts have helped improve the accountability and 
effectiveness of UK aid.

DFID was the most transparent major bilateral donor agency during 2012-20 

4.36	 Over the last decade, IATI’s aid transparency standards have emerged as the standard global metric 
against which the transparency of aid agencies is judged. The Aid Transparency Index, published 
biannually by the campaign group Publish What You Fund since 2012, uses indicators linked to the 
IATI Standard to track and compare the levels of aid transparency achieved by aid agencies. As noted 
in paragraph 3.9, the Aid Transparency Index was also referenced in the 2015 UK aid strategy, to set 
transparency standards for all aid-spending departments. 

4.37  The Aid Transparency Index identified DFID as the most transparent major71 bilateral72 aid agency over 
the period 2012-20, and during 2012-18 it was among the four most transparent aid agencies overall 
(see Table 3 below). DFID performed well against all criteria in the Aid Transparency Index, especially in 
terms of reporting information on ‘organisational planning and commitments’ (including organisational 
strategies, policies and reports) and ‘joining up development data’ (reporting on the types of aid 
provided). In achieving a score of 85.3% (a ‘very good’ rating) in 2020, DFID achieved the standard 
required by the 2015 UK aid strategy.

4.38	 According to DFID’s internal monitoring records, over the period from 2017-18 to 2019-20 only 2% of 
DFID business cases were formally excluded from publication due to sensitivities, and over 90% of 
DFID business cases were published on DevTracker. These data suggest that exclusion criteria were 
used sparingly to manage issues around information sensitivity. However, DFID did not monitor the  
publication of other categories of programme documents, such as Annual Reviews and evaluations, 
and trends related to their publication are therefore not clear.

70	 FCDO main estimates memorandum 2022 to 2023, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, May 2022, link.
71	 In 2016 and 2020 the US government’s Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) outscored DFID on the Aid Transparency Index, but the MCC is an 

independent agency separate from the State Department and USAID and it managed less than 10% of the level of funding that DFID managed annually.
72	 It is widely recognised in the academic literature that because multilateral agencies operate at arm’s length from their government funders and shareholders, 

they are able to operate in a more politically neutral way, which helps to promote agendas such as transparency (see Cut from the same cloth? Bilateral vs. 
multilateral aid, Desha Girod, Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the International Political Economy Society, Philadelphia, 2008, link).

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1075143/FCDO_Main_Estimates_Memorandum_2022-23.pdf
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/30701584/cut-from-the-same-cloth-multilateral-vs-bilateral-aid
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Table 3: Aid Transparency Index scores and rankings for DFID and FCO, 2012-20

Year DFID (score / ranking) FCO (score / ranking)

2012 91.2% / 1st  21.3% / 60th of 72

2013 83.5% / 3rd (top bilateral) 34.7% / 26th of 67

2014 88.3% / 2nd (top bilateral) 35.8% / 35th of 68

2016 88.3% / 4th (2nd bilateral) Not included in ATI 2016

2018 90.9% / 3rd (top bilateral) 34.3% / 40th of 45

2020 85.4% / 9th (2nd bilateral) 48.6% / 34th of 47

Note – from 2014 the Aid Transparency Index was published biannually.

FCO aid transparency performance was much more modest, but improved, largely due to more 
timely reporting

4.39	 FCO’s performance in the Aid Transparency Index was much weaker than that of DFID during 2012-20, 
and it was mostly among the bottom half of donor agencies over this period. In a 2019 assessment of 
aid transparency across UK government departments, FCO ranked seventh out of ten departments 
assessed.73 

4.40	 Among the criteria that make up the Index, FCO scored especially poorly in relation to publishing 
information on its ‘performance’ and ‘finance and budgets’. This outcome was also driven by the fact 
that there was limited publication of programme documents for FCO-managed aid portfolios, with the 
exception of those funded through the CSSF and the Prosperity Fund. 

4.41	 However, between 2012 and 2020, FCO’s performance in the Aid Transparency Index consistently 
improved (by 27.6 percentage points overall), with improvements across all criteria except in relation 
to information on ‘performance’. 

4.42	 We noted from interviews that FCO’s improved score in the Index was achieved as a result of a corporate 
effort to improve transparency following a ‘poor’ Index rating (20%-40% score) in 2018. This effort 
focused mainly on streamlining the manual approval process for publication so that FCO aid information 
could be published in a more timely manner. Despite these improvements, FCO only increased its score 
from 34.3% in 2018 to 48.6% in 2020, and was 34th out of 47 donors. As a result, FCO failed to deliver on 
the aid transparency commitment set out in the 2015 UK aid strategy, which required an Index score of at 
least 60% in 2020.  

FCDO’s performance in the 2022 Aid Transparency Index was lower than DFID’s

4.43	 The 2022 Aid Transparency Index was the first to assess FCDO. The Index scored FCDO at 71.9% (a ‘good’ 
rating), which is 13.5 percentage points below that of DFID and 23.3 percentage points above that of FCO 
in the 2020 Index. This places FCDO 16th in terms of transparency among all donors and fourth among all 
bilateral donor agencies. 

4.44	 The FCDO performance rating is primarily an averaging of the performance of the two predecessor 
departments, since their portfolios are still run on separate platforms. However, given that more than 
90%74 of FCDO aid activities which were available to be assessed in the 2022 Aid Transparency Index were 
ex-DFID activities (broadly in line with their share of FCDO aid spending), FCDO’s score in the 2022 Aid 
Transparency Index could have been expected to be much closer to DFID’s score in the 2020 Index.75 
This outcome suggests that transparency has declined across the FCDO portfolio (including for ex-DFID 

73	 How transparent is UK aid? A review of ODA spending departments, Publish What You Fund, January 2020, link.
74	 This figure is based on unpublished data shared with the ICAI review team by FCDO.
75	 If a combined DFID (85.3%) and FCO (48.6%) score for the 2020 Aid Transparency Index is calculated based on a 90% (DFID) / 10% (FCO) weighting, it would be 

81.6% (0.90 x 85.3% + 0.10 x 48.6%).

https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2020/01/How-Transparent-is-UK-Aid_Digital.pdf
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programmes), a conclusion which is supported by our detailed analysis of FCDO scores against the 
criteria which make up the Index. This analysis identifies that FCDO scores significantly worse than DFID 
in relation to publishing country priorities (see Box 5), budget information, geo location of projects and 
(to a lesser degree) results information. It is also notable that the FCDO annual report no longer presents 
aggregate development results achieved by the department.

Box 5: Significant declines in transparency on country priorities for DFID/FCDO 

From 2011 to 2015, DFID prepared operational plans for each of its priority countries. Detailed versions 
(commonly 10-15 pages) of these were published, which included an overview of the vision and objectives 
for DFID’s work, a framework of results indicators and targets across sectors, an overview of budget 
allocations, monitoring and evaluation approaches, and value for money and transparency priorities.

From 2016-17 to 2019-20, these were replaced by country business plans. Only short summaries (usually 
just two pages) were published, providing an overview of budgets, priority sectors and results targets, 
the country context, objectives and partners. 

In 2020, as part of the announcement of the DFID/FCO merger, the government confirmed that all UK 
activity (including aid and development engagement) in priority partner countries would be directed by 
a single UK country plan for each country. These country plans are not public documents and no form of 
redacted or summary version has been published to date. As a result, there is currently no information in 
the public domain about the strategic objectives being pursued by UK aid in individual countries.  

4.45	 FCDO officials informed us that the department’s score in the 2022 Index was affected by the absence of 
a UK development strategy, the lack of public country plans and the fact that 2022-23 budget allocations 
within FCDO had not been set at the time of the final assessment undertaken for the Index (in March 
2022). Although a new UK development strategy76 was published in May 2022, the FCDO annual report 
and accounts 2021-22 (published in July 2022) included only a high-level summary budget77 for the 
department, without breakdowns by sector or country, as had previously been standard.78 In addition, 
we were not made aware of any plans to publish information about FCDO country plans. This decline 
in transparency related to FCDO’s country plans and budgets is likely to hinder efforts to hold the 
department accountable for ongoing aid delivery, and will need to be addressed as a part of any effort 
to improve its Aid Transparency Index rating. 

4.46	 While FCDO’s score is markedly lower than DFID’s, it is also worth noting that the department is still 
helping to set the global standard in terms of the information it publishes about reviews and evaluations 
of its programmes. In the 2022 Aid Transparency Index, FCDO scores second-highest (after Germany’s 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development) on these criteria, as a result of its 
routine publication of annual reviews and project completion reports for programmes. FCDO has also 
performed well in applying consistent referencing of delivery partners in its reporting (referred to as 
‘networked data’).

4.47	 The government has set out its future ambitions for aid transparency in a set of commitments in its 
recently updated National Action Plan for Open Government.79 This document includes a commitment 
that FCDO will improve its performance in the 2024 Aid Transparency Index and actively engage with the 
recommendations of the 2022 Aid Transparency Index.80 While valuable, this commitment fails to signal 

76	 The UK government’s strategy for international development, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, May 2022, link.
77	 See Annual report and accounts: 2020-21, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, July 2022, p. 300-301, link. This budget detailed the department’s 

main programme spending plans for 2022-23 to 2024-25 under three aggregate headings: regional bilateral programmes, core multilateral programmes and 
centrally managed programmes.

78	 The annual report noted that more a detailed budget was not reported because of likely future changes to it resulting from other pressures on ODA – see 
Annual report and accounts: 2021-22, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, July 2022, p. 250, link. However, such provisional budgets have been 
published in the past with disclaimers – see Department for International Development annual report and accounts: 2019-20, Department for International 
Development, September 2020, p. 172, link.

79	 UK National Action Plan for Open Government 2021-2023, Central Digital and Data Office, August 2022, link.
80	 Of relevance to FCDO, the 2022 Index report recommends that aid agencies improve their publication of forward-looking budgets, project performance and 

delivery chain links (see Aid Transparency Index 2022, Publish What You Fund, July 2022, link).

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1075328/uk-governments-strategy-international-development.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1093362/FCDO_Annual_Report_2021_2022_Accessible.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1019938/FCDO_annual_report_and_accounts_2020_to_2021_accessible.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/902370/annual-accounts19-20.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-national-action-plan-for-open-government-2021-2023/uk-national-action-plan-for-open-government-2021-2023#commitment-6-aid-transparency
https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/the-index/2022/
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that FCDO will make substantive improvements to its aid transparency, and creates the risk that recent 
transparency declines will not be reversed.

4.48	 Proposals for FCDO to make a more ambitious commitment to achieving an Aid Transparency Index 
score of ‘very good’ (by scoring 80%-100%) have been discussed in the department, but have not been 
adopted. We assess this level of ambition to be realistic and possible for FCDO to achieve within a short 
timeframe.81

There was very limited transparency in relation to the 2020 aid budget reductions

4.49	 As already noted, there have been extensive challenges around transparency related to the 2020 aid 
budget reductions (see paragraphs 4.30-4.31). The key challenge has been the long delays in publishing 
information on these reductions. 

4.50	 Limited information was published in relation to the aid reductions introduced in mid-2020 until April 
2021, and full information on these reductions was not made public until the publication of the 2020-21 
FCDO annual report in September 2021. UK NGOs informed us about their repeated requests for this 
information, which were turned down. They then took the step of making a freedom of information 
request for this information in February 2021, which was rejected by the government on the basis that it 
would be published in the 2020-21 FCDO annual report (seven months later) and due to concerns about 
its publication harming the reputation of FCDO.82 

4.51	 The UK Parliament’s International Development Committee also faced similar challenges in obtaining 
information about these reductions and, after significant delays, received only limited information 
that Members of Parliament (MPs) were unable to use easily to scrutinise the changes made to UK aid 
spending plans (see paragraph 4.70). 

4.52	 These issues around transparency in reporting on aid reductions to stakeholders in the UK meant that 
partner organisations and the people expected to be affected by aid programmes similarly experienced 
reduced transparency. It was reported that even when information on revised lower budgets was 
provided to UK aid contractors, they were instructed not to discuss these reductions publicly.83

DFID (and now FCDO) have supported modest but useful in-country work on aid transparency 

4.53	 Through our interviews in Rwanda and Somalia, we identified some examples of ongoing efforts by 
FCDO to support transparency and reporting of aid information from across the donor community 
to governments. 

4.54	 In Rwanda, FCDO is supporting a detailed mapping of donor support on teacher training, to help local 
government better coordinate the support and to allocate its own budget for teacher training to regions 
and schools that are not receiving donor support.  

4.55	 In Somalia, DFID helped to develop the Aid Management Information System, which is used to facilitate 
donor reporting of aid. This system has enabled the Ministry of Planning to generate more detailed 
reports on the aid being provided to different sectors and regions, helping to facilitate more detailed 
planning and coordination.

4.56	 During our evidence gathering phase we requested information from FCDO on all programmes with a 
specific focus on promoting aid transparency at the country level. In response, FCDO informed us of a 
project in Nepal called Evidence for Development84 which included support to the Ministry of Finance 
to upgrade its own Aid Management Platform, which facilitates donor reporting on aid. The objective is 
to link this platform to the government’s budget management systems, and eventually to enable public 
access to aid data.

81	 Based on the scoring system applied by the Aid Transparency Index (see 2022 Aid Transparency Index: technical paper, Publish What You Fund, July 2022, link), 
we calculate that if FCDO was to publish a full disaggregated budget, country aid/development priorities and improved performance data, its Index score 
would surpass 80% (as long as it maintained its current aid transparency performance in all other areas).

82	 See Extreme poverty and the sustainable development goals: written submission made on behalf of Bond, International Development Select Committee, 
February 2022, section 2.2, link.

83	 Exclusive: NGOs say FCDO gagging them on aid cuts, William Worley, DevEx, 21 March 2021, link.
84	 Evidence for development project, Development Tracker, link.

https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2022/03/2022-Index-Technical_Paper-1.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/106437/pdf/
https://www.devex.com/news/exclusive-ngos-say-fcdo-gagging-them-on-aid-cuts-99486
https://devtracker.fcdo.gov.uk/projects/GB-1-203385/documents
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4.57	 We are not aware of any other major DFID/FCO programmes at the country level to support aid 
transparency specifically. This does not include work on aid transparency through support for 
strengthening public financial management, or supporting country governments to be transparent with 
their own citizens about their budgets, where FCDO has carried out work. Overall, it seems that this area 
of programming has so far been modest. However, we note that the UK funds IATI, which has carried out 
some work in this area.     

DFID (and now FCDO) played an important role in supporting other departments on aid transparency

4.58	 The commitment in the 2015 UK aid strategy for all departments to achieve the standard of ‘good’ 
or ‘very good’ in the Aid Transparency Index helped to leverage a role for DFID to support efforts 
to improve aid transparency in other departments. 

4.59	 DFID played this role primarily through two formal cross-government groups and one other informal 
group that it convened. First, DFID co-chaired (with the Treasury) the cross-government Senior Officials 
Group, which was formed in 2016 and brought together officials at director level to discuss aid issues, 
including transparency, on a quarterly basis. Second, DFID established the Transparency Community of 
Practice in 2018, which also met quarterly and was used to convene technical-level officials to share best 
practice and address challenges on transparency. Finally, on a more informal basis, from 2018 DFID also 
attended a monthly meeting with the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) 
and the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) to discuss and address ongoing transparency 
challenges. 

4.60	 Officials from BEIS, DHSC and FCDO noted that these groups were especially important in supporting 
departments in the lead-up to and during major assessments of UK aid transparency. For example, 
we were informed that during a 2019 review of UK aid transparency,85 DFID used the Transparency 
Community of Practice to help departments understand the methodology of the review, to coordinate 
departments’ work in engaging with the review and to troubleshoot any problems they faced during 
the process.

4.61	 We noted from BEIS and DHSC that through their regular meetings and follow-up activity (which 
was supported by programme resources),86 DFID supported them to develop their own internal aid 
information management systems, to develop guidance on internal procedures and delivery partner 
transparency, and to troubleshoot technical problems as they emerged. We also noted that FCDO 
worked closely with BEIS to support it during the assessment for the 2022 Aid Transparency Index 
(in early 2022), as it was the first time that BEIS had been through this process. Finally, the CSSF informed 
us that FCDO had played a challenge function role in encouraging the Fund to expand the information it 
publishes about its programmes.87

4.62	 The Transparency Community of Practice did not meet between January 2020 and November 2021. 
This was largely due to the redeployment of transparency team members to roles supporting the 
response to COVID-19 in early 2020, and also because of demands for designing new transparency rules, 
procedures and systems to support the DFID-FCO merger. 

4.63	 Beginning in November 2021, the Transparency Community of Practice began a more regular cycle of 
meetings. Discussions at the November 2021 meeting focused mainly on the upcoming Aid Transparency 
Index assessment of FCDO and BEIS, the treatment of Afghanistan data, the international development 
strategy and a range of issues around DevTracker and IATI reporting. It then met again in April 2022 
to discuss updates for this ICAI review, delivery partner transparency guidance, monitoring of internal 
compliance and a potential future cross-government transparency review. Its most recent meeting was in 
July 2022, when departments met to discuss commitments on transparency that could be made through 

85	 How transparent is UK aid? A review of ODA spending departments, Publish What You Fund, January 2020, link.
86	 This was the Raising Global Standards of Aid Transparency project (See Raising Global Standards of Aid Transparency, Development Portal, link.)
87	 We were informed by the Joint Funds Unit that security exemptions for more sensitive CSSF programming means it isn’t possible to consider publishing full 

details on every programme.

https://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2020/01/How-Transparent-is-UK-Aid_Digital.pdf
http://d-portal.org/ctrack.html?text_search=300333&reporting_ref=GB-GOV-1#view=act&aid=GB-GOV-1-300333


23

the National Action Plan for Open Government, engagement with IATI, and the application of FCDO's 
IATI guidelines to UK government delivery partners. 

4.64	 Finally, it is important to note that DFID/FCDO have organised an annual ODA learning day for 
departments managing UK aid, which has included a focus on transparency. The most recent of these 
learning days, in April 2021, included a focus on learning around external ODA reporting, among 
other themes.

DFID took a leading role in promoting aid transparency, both globally and in the UK

4.65	 The UK, led by DFID, was one of the founders of IATI in 200888 and was the first agency to publish data 
according to the IATI Standard, in 2011. Officials from other donor agencies that we interviewed all 
agreed that, without DFID’s support, IATI would not have been established, and that DFID had played 
a central role over an extended period in supporting the technical work needed to develop the IATI 
Standard, which became the global norm for publishing aid information. This in turn helped encourage 
higher levels of aid transparency from other UK government departments managing aid, as they were 
judged against this standard. 

4.66	 In addition, since the introduction of the 2012 Aid Transparency Challenge (see paragraph 3.7),89 DFID’s 
delivery partners and their subcontractors have been required to report to IATI and to make efforts to 
improve their transparency. Officials from other donor agencies that we interviewed noted that this step 
led to a significant increase in new organisations reporting to IATI, which in turn increased pressure on 
those agencies not yet engaging with the Initiative. DFID also advocated for multilateral aid organisations 
to improve their transparency, including by making transparency a criterion when assessing their 
effectiveness during the 2016 Multilateral Development Review, which informed the decisions on the 
allocation of UK multilateral aid.90

4.67	 However, a clear insight from our interviews with officials from other donor agencies was that the UK’s 
political and technical leadership in IATI has waned in recent years. FCDO officials informed us that this 
outcome was due to the reduced human resources available on transparency (see paragraphs 4.86-4.91), 
which resulted largely from the competing demands of the COVID-19 response and the merger of DFID 
and FCO, as well as restrictions applied within FCDO on recruiting new staff externally. 

Information on UK aid is widely used to undertake scrutiny of UK aid spending, but recent transparency 
weaknesses have hindered this scrutiny 

4.68	 In our roundtable with UK NGOs and research organisations, a wide range of examples were presented of 
how these organisations have used available aid information to undertake scrutiny of and promote public 
debate on UK aid (see Box 6).

88	 See International Aid Transparency Initiative: Accra statement, International Aid Transparency Initiative, 4 September 2008, link.
89	 Aid Transparency Challenge, Department for International Development, December 2012, link.
90	 Raising the standard: the Multilateral Development Review, Department for International Development, 2016, p. 15, link.

https://cdn.iatistandard.org/prod-iati-website/documents/archive/2009/06/iati-accra-statement-p1.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/transparency-uk-calls-on-donors-to-make-aid-more-transparent
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/573884/Multilateral-Development-Review-Dec2016.pdf
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 Box 6: Examples of NGO and research organisations’ use of published UK aid information 

•	 The effects of aid reductions – A number of NGOs used the UK’s IATI data to identify patterns of 
expenditure emerging after the reductions in aid introduced in 2020 and 2021, and to identify the 
potential impacts of these reductions on particular sectors. 

•	 Ambitions on aid to support women and girls – An NGO used published information on UK support for 
women and girls before the aid reductions to produce a briefing which set out the spending commitments 
required to reverse reductions in this area of spending. 

•	 Promoting awareness of the impacts of UK aid – One NGO noted that it used results information 
presented in DFID/FCDO annual reports to promote awareness of the impact of UK aid among its 
supporters. 

•	 Tracking of support to multilateral organisations – A research organisation highlighted that it used UK 
aid information to track delivery of UK aid through multilateral organisations and to assess how effective 
it was.

4.69	 Parliamentary staff informed us that they make extensive use of information on aid programmes on 
DevTracker and in SID publications to track developments with UK aid spending and prepare briefings 
for MPs. However, we also noted from interviews that recent weaknesses in aid transparency, particularly 
around information on the 2020 reductions to the UK aid budget, have hampered efforts to scrutinise UK 
aid spending and pursue accountability for spending changes. 

4.70	 Parliamentary staff informed us that, on one occasion in 2021, they received information pertaining to 
DFID’s revised spending plans 35 minutes before the then secretary of state was due to appear before the 
Committee, which constrained MPs’ efforts to scrutinise these spending decisions. They also informed 
us that, on another occasion in 2021, they could not prepare a briefing for MPs on aid to Ukraine because 
information on relevant programmes had not been published on DevTracker. 

4.71	 NGOs informed us that, in addition to limited transparency related to aid cuts, they have struggled to 
gain access to information from FCDO about how it is applying Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development ODA reporting rules in relation to spending on refugees in the UK, donated COVID-19 
vaccines and the International Monetary Fund Special Drawing Rights. They also informed us that, even 
when information is published, requests to provide clarifications or to discuss the information have 
frequently been rejected or ignored, which has undermined the value of this information. 

4.72	 For our part, ICAI makes extensive use of published UK aid information to scrutinise the work of aid-
spending departments. The routine publication of programme documents is particularly important for 
our scrutiny role. However, in our reports following up on recommendations from the 2019-2091 and 
2020-2192 reviews, we raised concerns that it had become more difficult to access aid information since 
the DFID/FCO merger.

There are some signs that aid transparency has supported more efficient aid management, but there has 
been limited exploration of the links to effectiveness 

4.73	 In our focus group discussions with FCDO officials, we identified a number of channels through which 
transparency may be helping to support higher-quality development cooperation. First, the systems 
set up for facilitating transparency (especially the AMP and DevTracker) had supported more effective 
sharing of information within the department, as illustrated by the fact that at least 40% of the traffic 
on DevTracker is from within government. Second, the routine publication of programme documents 
meant that the department spent less time responding to ad hoc requests for information. Third, 
publication of data enables better-quality communication and engagement with external partners.

91	 ICAI follow-up review of 2019-20 reports, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, June 2021, link.
92	 ICAI follow-up review of 2020-21 reports, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, June 2022, link.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-2019-20-reviews.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-2020-21-reviews.pdf
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4.74	 Our focus groups also explored whether there had been any unintended negative consequences from 
applying transparency requirements. Officials were unanimous that transparency requirements had 
not disincentivised innovation or risk-taking in programme design. They also noted how reporting 
has now become embedded and largely automatic, and therefore makes only limited time demands 
on programme managers. However, we were told that the publishing of annual reviews increased the 
visibility of the process and might make some implementing partners less likely to engage in open 
and frank discussions on programme performance. Officials believed that such sensitivities could 
easily be managed – for example, by keeping a separate, unpublished record of more detailed annual 
review discussions. We also note that implementing partners are already incentivised to present their 
programmes in a good light, irrespective of transparency requirements. 

4.75	 In our discussions at the country level, we identified that a key transparency constraint facing FCDO 
offices in recent months has been an inability to share information with government and other partners 
on forward spending plans. Our interviews with FCDO officials took place in mid-May – six weeks into 
the financial year – and the department had yet to confirm 2022-23 budgets for the overseas network 
(these were eventually confirmed in late June), which therefore could not confirm annual budgets 
with partners. As a result, FCDO country missions could only commit up to 40% of the previous year’s 
spending to its partners until budgets were finalised. We noted that, as a result of these constraints in 
Somalia, FCDO had limited ability to use funds flexibly across programmes and to respond to emergency 
needs. We are aware that these issues relate mainly to broader financial management practices, which 
were placed under significant strain by the demands of responding to emergency needs in Ukraine in 
early 2022. Nevertheless, inadequate emphasis was placed on the urgency of providing timely budget 
information to country partners to support their budget processes and to plan for delivery of UK aid 
programmes. 

4.76	 IATI, a key channel for publishing information about UK aid, has to date undertaken only limited research 
exploring how aid data published through its systems has been used by partner countries to improve 
aid effectiveness (see Box 7 for documented examples of IATI data use). As a result, we did not identify 
any substantive studies on the impact that publishing this information has had on accountability for and 
the effectiveness of aid in priority countries for the UK aid programme, although our literature review 
accompanying this rapid review identifies some examples from other countries.93

Box 7: Examples of use of IATI data by developing country stakeholders and civil society 

Partner country governments in Liberia and Madagascar have imported IATI data into their respective 
country-level Aid Information Management Systems. Chad, Lesotho and Nigeria have used IATI data as 
the primary data source to produce annual development cooperation reports and as an input into national 
budget planning processes. In Burkina Faso, Guinea and Sierra Leone, the data complements country-level 
data collection for reports and inputs to budget processes. In Nigeria, the data are also used to calculate 
the balance of payments by the central bank.

IATI Strategic Plan Results Monitoring Report 2021. IATI, 2020, pp 14-17, link.

Civil society in partner countries has seen a more limited use of IATI data to date. Nevertheless, the 
data have been used for a range of different purposes, including accountability, advocacy, coordination 
and fundraising. Save the Children UK used IATI data to look at the impact of UK aid budget reductions. 
Plan International Netherlands uses the data to coordinate when it is working on projects in an alliance with 
other organisations. Finally, World Vision UK uses IATI data to see other potential funding opportunities 
in its priority countries, such as Bangladesh and Uganda.

West and Central Africa Regional Workshop 2022 (Abuja, Nigeria), CSO Segment Presentation. IATI, 2022 (unpublished).

93	 See our literature review available on the ICAI website, link.

https://cdn.iatistandard.org/prod-iati-website/documents/IATI_Strategic_Plan_Results_Monitoring_Report_2021.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/review/transparency-in-uk-aid/summary/
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4.77	 Our literature review94 revealed that there has been limited empirical research on who uses aid data for 
what purpose, and whether and how that contributes to improving development cooperation. Given the 
scale of international investment in the aid transparency agenda, this is a notable omission.

4.78	 Our experience is that transparency has helped to facilitate our scrutiny role and has been part of an 
effort to create a culture of excellence in UK aid. In the wake of the DFID/FCO merger, which aimed to 
build on the strengths of both departments,95 the recent decline in aid transparency risks sending a signal 
– to government officials, external partners and the UK public – that the UK’s commitment to excellence 
in development cooperation is waning.

Conclusions on effectiveness

4.79	 DFID led the way in promoting aid transparency across government during the 2010s through leading 
by example – as the most transparent major bilateral aid agency – and supporting other departments 
to improve their aid transparency. DFID also helped promote global aid transparency, which has had the 
effect of improving transparency down the UK aid supply chain. FCO’s transparency performance was less 
impressive, although it improved, largely through more timely publication. Merging these departments 
has led to FCDO performing less well than DFID against global aid transparency standards. Across FCDO’s 
programmes, transparency has weakened in relation to budgets, country priorities and in some areas 
of results reporting. UK aid transparency appears to have helped FCDO to operate more efficiently, 
although there is a limited evidence base for examining its impacts on UK aid effectiveness. 

Learning: To what extent has the UK sought and learnt from feedback from users of UK aid 
data, both in the UK and in partner countries? 

There has been only limited engagement by DFID/FCDO to understand the needs of aid information users, 
particularly those from developing countries

4.80	 DevTracker was launched in 2012 and there was some engagement with potential users that helped 
to inform its design and the types of information that were made available. In 2017, DFID undertook 
in-depth research to validate existing user groups and identify new ones, establish their needs and 
expectations, evaluate DevTracker’s success in meeting those needs, and make recommendations for 
its improvement. This research included an online survey of existing users, stakeholder engagement 
sessions and in-depth usability testing. 

4.81	 The conclusions of this research were that low visibility and problems with the user experience meant 
that DevTracker was not achieving its full potential as an aid transparency tool, and that variation across 
user groups in expectations, needs and user journeys posed a continuing challenge. Users from the 
general public noted that they found it difficult to relate to the information, given the technical terms 
used and the volume of information.96

4.82	 Statistics on International Development (SID) carried out an in-depth user review in 2014, and started 
another review in 2021 (which is still ongoing). Both reviews involved a survey of users to explore their 
user experience and to gather recommendations about how elements of SID should evolve further. 
According to UK government officials interviewed for this review, the 2014 user review identified a need 
to summarise and present data more clearly and succinctly. 

4.83	 For both DevTracker and SID, user engagement has primarily been with UK users. We saw little evidence 
of engagement with stakeholders in partner countries to understand how DevTracker and SID could 
better support their needs in accessing information on UK aid. 

94	 See our literature review available on the ICAI website, link.
95	 The government’s response to the report of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the UK Parliament – Merging success: bringing together the FCO and DFID, 

Second report of session 2019-21, July 2021, link – stated that “[T]he FCDO will build on the strengths of both FCO and DFID, developing the capability and skills 
of its staff in development and diplomacy” (link).

96	 UK Development Tracker: final report, IA Square, October 2017 (unpublished).

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/review/transparency-in-uk-aid/summary/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/2058/documents/19632/default/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmfaff/809/80902.htm
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4.84	 For the latest SID user survey, UK NGOs stated that FCDO did not actively engage the NGO sector 
in a coordinated way, although useful collaboration developed following a request from Bond – the 
representative body of UK development NGOs – for closer engagement. There was some frustration 
from NGOs because there had not yet been follow-up on the survey and it was not clear how the sectors’ 
responses had been addressed. 

4.85	 In 2013, in response to a commitment in the Aid Transparency Challenge, DFID established the 
International Development Sector Transparency Board, which helped the department to consult and 
engage with select research organisations, experts (including a representative from the Ghanaian 
Ministry of Finance) and NGOs working on aid transparency. This body met five times between May 2013 
and November 2015 (although the original terms of reference for the board stated that it would meet 
three to four times a year),97 and discussed DFID’s evolving plans for work on aid transparency. However, 
we heard from a member of the board that after the November 2015 meeting there was no further 
correspondence from DFID about this body. 

User engagement has had limited impact, in part because of limited human and financial resources 
allocated to this work

4.86	 We found that the changes made to DevTracker and SID in response to user engagement were modest, 
and seem to have been held back by constraints in relation to financial and human resources over the 
period since 2015.

4.87	 Despite only having modest resources available for developing DevTracker,98 the DFID transparency team 
made some valuable changes to its functioning, including introducing country summary pages, adding 
in data from other government departments, allowing searches by delivery partner and improving 
the search function in general. However, these changes could be characterised as an evolution of 
DevTracker, rather than the ambitious types of change that might be required to address the challenges 
raised by the user survey. Officials we interviewed acknowledged that the technical platform used for 
DevTracker only allows for limited changes and cannot match the usability offered by the best aid project 
information systems currently used in the sector. In the absence of greater investment in transparency 
systems, a new more sophisticated portal was not developed. 

4.88	 In an interview, officials also mentioned the general acceptance that DevTracker is mainly a tool 
for researchers and expert users, and that the changes made have largely helped to address their 
needs better.

4.89	 As regards SID, the emphasis in response to the 2014 user review was on gradual evolution. This has 
included introducing more tables and figures to make the data more accessible, focusing the data most 
useful to those surveyed and adding new analytics where relevant (for example, a table on aid spent 
across government departments in each country, as well as infographics and case studies).

4.90	 The main barrier to more substantive changes to these UK aid transparency tools seems to have been 
the limited levels of financial and human resources allocated for making such changes. Since 2018, 
the number of staff working on aid transparency has been reduced by 30% (from 11.6 to 8.1 full-time 
equivalent capacity). 

4.91	 The recent aid budget reductions and competing pressures from the demands of the DFID/FCO merger 
have also played a part. We were informed that the SID user survey results from 2021 had not yet been 
analysed, and that the plan was to analyse these data and develop a SID development plan in the second 
half of 2022 to complete the user review. We also heard that for a period of six months (from late 2021) 
there was no DevTracker product manager in post, reportedly due to difficulties in the recruitment of 
individuals with the right skills internally along with a recruitment freeze. 

97	 Terms of reference: International Development Sector Transparency Panel, Department for International Development, May 2013, link.
98	 DFID’s Raising Global Standards of Aid Transparency project (£800,000 during 2016-22 – link) included a focus on developing DevTracker, but less than 

£100,000 of this budget was allocated for this purpose.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212512/TOR-InternationalDevlopment-Sector-Transparency-Panel.docx
http://d-portal.org/ctrack.html?text_search=300333&reporting_ref=GB-GOV-1#view=act&aid=GB-GOV-1-300333


28

IATI’s engagement with aid information users has been limited to date, and the UK is not currently playing 
an active role in challenging IATI to scale up this engagement   

4.92	 The first formal evaluation of IATI in 2015 concluded that since its establishment in 2008 there had been 
limited effort to engage the users of aid. It also noted that, as a result, the data generated by the Initiative 
were “found insufficient for civil society organisations to monitor the use of donor funds by government 
or to track the flow of funds from the initial donor to the final recipient”.99 A recent evaluation of 
international aid transparency initiatives, which engaged a wide range of aid information producers and 
users, came to a similar conclusion about engagement with partner country users.100

4.93	 As well as supporting IATI’s technical work (the development of the Standard itself and its supporting 
technical systems), DFID made an effort to promote greater usability of the data. In particular, a DFID 
official was the first chair of IATI’s Data Use Working Group, established in 2017. 

4.94	 However, we heard from officials from other donor agencies that the UK is not currently playing a leading 
role within IATI in addressing the challenge of better engaging and responding to the needs of users, and 
has stepped back from any wider leadership role in IATI. 

Conclusions on learning

4.95	 There have been some efforts to learn from users about their experiences in using UK aid transparency 
tools, including through surveys and bespoke research. This engagement has focused mainly on expert 
users, and there has not been a substantive effort to engage stakeholders in developing countries. The 
resulting learning has led to gradual, modest evolution of these tools, with limits to the financial and 
human resources allocated to developing them further holding back more fundamental changes. As a 
result, the UK appears to have fallen behind other donor agencies in terms of the accessibility of their aid 
transparency tools. It has also not been playing an active role in promoting usability of data through IATI 
in recent years. 

99	 External independent evaluation of the International Aid Transparency Initiative: synthesis report, Ian Davies, October 2015, link.
100	 Evaluating aid transparency: full report, Jonathan Glennie with Keri Culver, Samuel Bekoe, Adiba Khaled and Charles Sokile, Oxford Policy Management and 

Hewlett Foundation, January 2021, link.

https://cdn.iatistandard.org/prod-iati-website/documents/IATI_Evaluation_2015-Report-2-Synthesis-Report.pdf
https://hewlett.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Evaluating-Aid-Transparency-Full-Report.pdf
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5.	 Conclusion and recommendations

Conclusion

5.1	 There has been a long-standing commitment to improving transparency in the UK aid programme. 
Transparency was a central element of a package of reforms introduced by the Department for 
International Development (DFID) from 2010 onwards to improve the value for money of aid and to 
build greater public trust in this area of spending. It was clear from our consultations with the users of 
aid information that UK aid transparency has become an accepted norm, and an intrinsic part of the UK’s 
commitment to and reputation for excellence in development cooperation. 

5.2	 We find that the UK has been a global leader on aid transparency since the late 2000s. It was the first 
bilateral donor to develop automated systems for the online publication of programme documents. 
While DFID led on the agenda within the UK government, there were also clear commitments made 
to improving aid transparency across all aid-spending departments. 

5.3	 The UK’s global leadership on aid transparency included strong support for the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative (IATI), which developed a global standard for publishing aid data. The UK requires 
its delivery partners to report using this standard, and successfully advocated for major multilateral 
organisations to do the same. This has helped to improve transparency down the UK delivery chain. 

5.4	 Since the creation of the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) in September 
2020, however, the UK’s commitment to aid transparency has come into question. There was very little 
transparency around the aid budget reductions implemented in 2020 and 2021. There has been no 
publication of UK spending priorities in individual countries, and a full departmental budget for 2022-
23 has not yet been published. This has hindered the ability of Parliament and civil society to scrutinise 
spending. While references to openness and transparency are contained in the UK’s international 
development strategy, there is no explicit aid transparency commitment. Internally, FCDO has made 
a broad commitment to transparency, but its rules allow for the possibility of a more limited and 
discretionary approach to publishing programme documents than in the past. Key decisions to be made 
later in 2022 will determine whether this is the case. In the meantime, FCDO’s lower ranking in the Aid 
Transparency Index risks sending the wrong signals to partners and the UK public on the UK’s continuing 
commitment to transparency. However, this concern may be ameliorated by the aid transparency 
commitments set out in the UK’s National Action Plan for Open Government. 

5.5	 It is ICAI’s experience that transparency is a fundamental part of the UK’s commitment to providing high-
quality, principled development assistance. We encourage FCDO to build on a decade of UK efforts and 
continue to aim for high standards in aid transparency. The following recommendations are intended 
to support this.

Recommendations

Recommendation 1: FCDO should set out clear and ambitious standards for transparency to be applied 
to all aid portfolios (including arm’s-length bodies) through its unified systems, including default and timely 
publication of full programme documents, and a rigorous process for assessing, approving and reporting 
exclusions. 

Problem statements

•	 DFID’s leadership on UK and global aid transparency was predicated on a presumption of disclosure, but this 
presumption may be weakening in FCDO.

•	 DFID and FCO had different values, cultures and technical capacities when it came to transparency, and it is 
not yet clear how much the value of transparency will be recognised when new unified systems are put in 
place in FCDO. 
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Recommendation 2: FCDO should commit to achieving a standard of ‘very good’ in the Aid Transparency 
Index by 2024.

Problem statements

•	 The UK made clear commitments to transparency across aid-spending departments, by reference to the Aid 
Transparency Index as an agreed international standard, but this commitment has not been repeated in the 
2022 UK international development strategy. 

•	 Compared to the ‘very good’ rating achieved by DFID, FCDO fell back to ‘good’ in 2022. Remaining at that 
level would send the wrong signal about the UK’s commitment to aid transparency. 

Recommendation 3: FCDO should resume publishing detailed forward aid spending plans, cross-departmental 
development results and country aid priorities. 

Problem statements

•	 Partner countries have struggled to undertake resource planning and management without access 
to budget information from donors such as the UK.

•	 The lack of publicly available UK country development plans has constrained efforts by Parliament and 
civil society to scrutinise FCDO aid spending and hold the department accountable for meeting its 
country objectives. 

•	 Transparency and reporting of FCDO forward spending plans have been weak since the department was 
established, and no country plans are currently available. 

Recommendation 4: In FCDO priority countries, the department should work with other donors to support 
greater use of IATI data and other aid information sources, to strengthen aid effectiveness and accountability. 

Problem statements

•	 To date, efforts by IATI and other aid transparency initiatives to facilitate the use of aid information 
to promote effectiveness have been limited, especially in relation to partner country governments 
and citizens. 

•	 FCDO does not appear to have been making a systematic effort to promote the use of aid information 
across its priority countries.
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