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A personal view from Alistair Tough

Value for money is a serious concern in respect of international development policy.  There have been reports in the media that suggest that some Scottish Executive projects have spent between 25% and 50% of their budgets on administrative overheads, air travel and other items of a seemingly unproductive nature.  I know of one 'fact-finding' trip to an African country by an Edinburgh civil servant that lasted for two weeks and should have provided the platform for a sustainable partnership.  In reality nothing has come of it.  This represents a waste of taxpayers' money.  Equally importantly, it leaves the African partners feeling let down.  Expenditure by the UK Department for International Development in Malawi provides an interesting contrast.  From an annual expenditure of approximately £70 million, administrative overheads account for approximately 6% of the total.

Consideration of value for money leads naturally to the key question is 'who is this for?'  Is the promised increase in expenditure primarily intended to address development in the world's poorest countries?  Or is it really about a domestic political agenda?

The best indicator of the answer to this question will be provided by the nature of the relationship that the Executive seeks to build with the UK Department for International Development.  DFID already has a worldwide network of offices.  It has established relationships with governments and non-governmental agencies.  To duplicate any part of this would be counter-productive and wasteful in the extreme.  

There are clear opportunities for the Scottish Executive to work with DFID in ways that are productive and deliver added value to development partners.  One is in the area of governance.  In Tanzania and Malawi, for example, DFID gives large sums to governments to support education, health care and economic development.  Parliamentarians and auditors in African countries bear witness to the difficulties of adequately accounting for the proper use of these funds.  So support for good governance is one area where Scottish Executive project aid could dovetail with UK aid inputs and enable African partners to develop the underpinnings of effective accountability.
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