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TUESDAY 24 FEBRUARY 2004 

________________ 

Present 

Bowness, L (Chairman) 
Lea of Crondall, L 
Maclennan of Rogart, L 
Morris of Aberavon, L 
Northover, B 
Park of Monmouth, B 
Tomlinson, L 
________________ 

Witnesses: Hilary Benn, a Member of the House of Commons, Secretary of State, Mr Nick 

Dyer and Mr Daniel Shimmin, Department for International Development, examined. 

Q271  Chairman: Good morning, Secretary of State.  Thank you very much indeed for 

coming to give evidence to this Committee.  As you know, the purpose of our inquiry has 

been to try and take stock of the reform programme of European Development Aid, bearing in 

mind that the reforms have been in place now for some two years, and to look at what could 

be done to make it more effective, and to look at a number of other issues that arise out of the 

development aid policies.  I do not know whether you wish to make an opening statement. 

Hilary Benn: I am quite happy to proceed to questions. 

Q272  Chairman: The Committee will be quite happy to receive any contributions that your 

colleagues wish to make or that you need to ask them to make. 

Hilary Benn: Perhaps I can introduce Daniel Shimmin and Nick Dyer. 

Q273  Chairman: Can I ask you a question that stands, to some extent, on its own, and that is 

the vexed question about the articles in the draft constitution treaty relating to development 

aid?  You will know that some of the NGOs have expressed concerns about them as they 

stand.  Are you able to tell the Committee whether the Government would seek to re-open the 
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discussions on those articles, assuming the discussions are re-opened generally on the whole 

issue during the Irish presidency, or indeed in whoever’s presidency they are re-opened? 

Hilary Benn: The latter part of your question, Mr Chairman, is a much broader subject, which 

I probably will not stray into, given the degree of interest there is in the whole IGC process.  

In answer to the first part, I would say that we were broadly content with the outcome as far 

as the draft treaty is concerned.  We welcome the references to shared competence, the 

separate chapters for development co-operation and humanitarian aid; the fact that poverty 

reduction will be at the heart of development co-operative; and the neutrality principle so far 

as humanitarian assistance is concerned.  The thing that has yet to become clear is exactly 

what the role of the European Foreign Minister would be in the design and management of 

external activities, and to what extent development and, for example, trade policy are going to 

be coherent with each other.  It partly depends on what the structure of the new Commission 

is, which I think is the last point I would make in reflecting on the point you have put. 

Chairman:  We will come back to a number of those issues. 

Q274  Baroness Northover: I want to ask you about the nature of the relationship between 

the EU’s foreign policy and development policies and how you think they could interrelate 

and what you think needs to be done in this area. 

Hilary Benn: My view is that the two need to complement each other.  I know that in the 

development community, if one might use that term, particularly since the events of 

September 11 and what has happened over the last two years, that in some quarters concerns 

have been expressed that somehow development considerations are going to be forced to take 

second place to considerations of security and foreign policy.  I think that whichever way you 

look at it, we all have a common interest in tackling poverty, injustice and inequality around 

the world because if we do not do that, then we are not going to have a safe and secure world 

in which to live.  I think that one of the consequences of the events of the last two years is that 
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in addition to the development constituency, which is rightly fired by moral outrage at the 

condition of humankind around the world, there is another group of people who are now more 

open to the argument that promoting development, tackling poverty, injustice and inequality 

actually does have a contribution to make in the broader sense, increasing the chance that we 

will live in a safe and secure world.  It is not about having a hierarchy of policies; the two 

have got to work together, and that is the challenge for the EU in taking forward its work in 

finally reaching decisions on the IGC.  We have to make sure that we give appropriate 

attention to the different needs that there are within those broad objectives.  No doubt we will 

look at this in more detail later, but making sure that the EU spends more of its development 

money on the poorest countries of the world, which it has not done historically – and in recent 

years has not done very successfully – is, I would argue, an important contribution to safety 

and security in the long term as well as being essential for human development. 

Q275  Baroness Northover: What do you think the impact of the new accession countries 

will be? 

Hilary Benn: That is the really important question.  First, in relation to development policy, 

they have to make the switch in their minds from having been recipients to being donors.  I 

remember that when I visited Romania, which has aspirations to join, and spoke to the 

Governor there about the approach to development policy, he said:  “It is a very good 

question and we are going to have to start thinking about it.”  It is quite a difficult thing to do, 

to start participating in the meetings of GAERC, faced with all the questions that we discuss 

on a regular basis, and then to have to take a position on poverty focus and EU development 

spend – for example, the annual report that the Commission produces on the effectiveness of 

development policies and what more needs to be done.  That will be the first challenge.  

Member States in general, and the UK as well, need to talk to them.  There are some 

structures that have been set up to try and help them.  The second implication is that the 
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accession states are going to bring with them their own new near-abroad.  One of the 

fundamental issues as far as the EU’s external action policies are concerned is the tension that 

there is – let us be very frank – between the desire to promote development in the countries 

just across the border with the EU and, on the other hand, development in parts of the world 

that are further away.  It will mean that we are going to have to re-double our arguments in 

favour of spending more EU development money on the poorest countries of the world 

because you are going to have a larger group of Member States that are thinking, 

understandably, about what is just over the new border of the EU.  I think those are the two 

big challenges that the accession states bring with them to the discussions we are having. 

Q276  Baroness Park of Monmouth: Secretary of State, do you feel at all uneasy about the 

proposal that the African Union has made to the EU for money for a peace support 

operational facility?  Do you feel that perhaps there may be a danger that in following 

Solana’s strategy of robust pre-emption we may find development money being spent in a 

way that we would not have wished?  Secondly, is that not going to complicate the whole 

position of the Foreign Minister because it is going to extend development money into the 

area of the CFSP and the ACP? 

Hilary Benn: the straight answer to your first question is that I do not feel uneasy.  On the 

contrary, I think that Poul Nielson’s proposal to get some money out of the EDF for a peace 

support facility is a very good idea.  Obviously, we need to make sure that the process is right, 

but I think it is a really practical response to what is a very urgent need.  Why?  I 

wholeheartedly welcome what the African Union is doing on the peace and security front.  

When I was in Maputo in the summer for the AU summit, Thabo Mbeki made a speech and 

said, “we have got the peace and security protocol; please, Member States, hurry up and sign 

up to it so we can get it going”.  Sufficient states have now ratified that protocol.  Why does 

this matter?  It is because conflict should concern us, and dealing with conflict and resolving 
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it, and picking up the pieces afterwards, really ought to concern those of us who are 

passionate about development.  Why?  If you do not have peace, you do not have stability, 

and the prospects of any other developments taking place are pretty non-existent.  Part of 

Africa’s problem in recent years has been the extent of the conflicts.  We happen to be at a 

moment in history when the number of conflicts is radically reduced.  Mozambique in the 

long term; Angola; there is a transitional government in place in the DRC – fragile, but at 

least they are talking rather than fighting; and a peace agreement in the process of being 

negotiated in Naivasha as far as Sudan is concerned – so that is an opportunity.  Do we need 

to build regional capacity around the world to deal with conflict?  Yes, we do.  Why?  If we 

do not do that, then the expectation and the burden of providing support in certain situations 

actually falls on a small number of countries, one of which is us.  We cannot do it 

everywhere, so increasing the amount of capacity to do this is absolutely the right thing to do.  

The AU has had a force in Burundi, which has been doing a very good job.  I have recently 

given some more money to help support that, because funding is a constant issue.  ECOWAS 

took the initiative in Liberia with a bit of support from the Americans, and the situation is 

better there than it was before.  I think it is the right thing to do therefore.  We ought to have 

an interest in it from a development point of view.  It is very practical because it is helping 

Africa to do something that it is beginning to want to do for itself.  That is how I see it. 

Q277  Lord Morris of Aberavon: I paraphrase what you have said, that there is a tension 

between the hopes of the accession countries and the needs of the poor countries.  Is not the 

reality that there is a real danger that the interests of the decision-makers who will include the 

accession countries have a higher priority, and the poorer countries will lose out?  Should we 

not monitor this, and how? 

Hilary Benn: The most practical way in which we monitor it of course is looking at the 

percentage of EU development spending which goes on the poorest countries of the world.  If 
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you go back a couple of decades, from a very high proportion of poorer countries in the 

world, it has gone down and down and down, and it has got down to a low point of 38 per 

cent.  It then went up in 2001-2002 by 3 per cent.  There have been some interim figures for 

2002 but we are not quite sure what the final figure is going to be.  That is the nature of the 

problem.  The UK’s policy as far as our bilateral aid is concerned is that we are moving 

towards a higher proportion of our spending on the poorest countries of the world.  By 

2005/2006 it will be 90 per cent.  Why does this matter?  If you look at the total amount of aid 

in the world, it is less now than it was a decade and a half ago, so the amount has fallen; the 

share of that going on the poorest countries of the world has also declined.  So there is less 

money in the system and a smaller proportion is going to the poorest countries.  The UK’s 

policy of increasing the proportion going to the poorest countries is a contribution that we can 

make, being only one donor in the system, to try and re-balance that.  The EU spends a lot of 

money and that is why it is important that we should see that proportion increase.  However, I 

do not for one second, Lord Morris, underestimate the extent of the difficulty in persuading 

others to share that view, because as I said in answer to the earlier question, they bring a 

different perspective to the table.  It is not actually going to make the task easier. 

Q278  Lord Lea of Crondall: As a supplementary question on that, Secretary of State, it is 

often said about the Balkans –we did a report in the House of Lords on the west Balkans, and 

in a sense it goes back to Lady Park’s question – that the spend in the west Balkans in the 

European family was something like €5 billion a year.  Five billion was spent over 5 years on 

development assistance, one way or another.  Two things seem to be necessary to get 

together, do they not: you have got to get down the military spend as fast as you can safely do 

so; but in that period, looking at the totality of the European taxpayers’ contribution to the 

west Balkans, you are probably going to be increasing, on that bit of near-abroad, 

development systems for the reconstruction of the west Balkans, but, as a trade-off, rapidly 
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significantly reducing the military spend.  In a sense, you have to look at the total arithmetic.  

Would that be a reasonable comment? 

Hilary Benn: We certainly do need to look at the total arithmetic.  Clearly, there are 

particular issues to do with the Balkans, both in terms of what we as European countries did 

in relation to the Balkans; and, secondly, by definition, this is very much Europe’s back yard 

as far as that work is concerned.  It is not surprising therefore that one sees the figures broadly 

that you have just described.  All I would say is that the international community as a whole 

has signed up to the Millennium Development Goals.  We will be tested, measured and 

judged in a decade and a year’s time on the progress that we have made.  We will all gather in 

New York in the autumn of 2005 at the Millennium Conference, which will ask the question 

how we are doing.  The answer is going to come back that on current trends we are not going 

to meet many of them.  We are particularly not going to meet them because of what is 

happening in sub-Saharan Africa.  Therefore, what contribution is the EU, for its bit, making 

to this?  It is a point I would like to come on later if we touch on the effectiveness of the EU’s 

development expenditure, which I am sure you want to raise.  How are we going to make a 

difference?  Looking at the huge imbalance that there is in development assistance per head of 

population per person in the different parts of the world, it is out of kilter, which is why we in 

the UK are arguing very strongly that that should be re-balanced.  However, as I said a 

moment ago, I do not underestimate the difficulty of persuading other people who have other 

points of view. 

Q279  Lord Tomlinson: Secretary of State, can I move you towards budgetisation.  As I 

understand it, DfID, the Foreign Office and the Treasury are currently opposed to 

budgetisation.  Can I ask you two questions about that?  is it just the different keys that are 

being used for EDF funds and the main budget, which would be financially disadvantaged?  Is 

that the main reason or the only reason for opposition to budgetisation?  I can understand that 
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from the Treasury point of view, but is it also the DfID point of view that it would involve a 

switch of part of the development budget to the EDF?  But apart from that question are there 

other issues of principle involved and associated with the general question of budgetisation?  

Are there any circumstances in which DfID can see budgetisation of the EDF as having a 

positive influence on development policies? 

Hilary Benn: There are two issues.  One is cost because, clearly, we are contributing 12.7 per 

cent of the EDF.  After the accession states come in, we are going to be 18 per cent 

contribution towards the EU’s regular budget; so there is a cost difference.  The principal 

issue – money is always an issue, but the principal issue is this question of the percentage of 

expenditure that goes on the poorest countries of the world.  In that respect, the EDF has a 

much better record because of countries that constitute the ACP states, but it has a much more 

effective focus on poverty than the EU’s development budget generally, and therefore the 

concern is that if you fold that in and you then have re-created out of the total sum of money 

available the pattern of spending of low-income countries as opposed to others that we 

currently see in the EU development budget, we will have moved away from the objective 

that we have set; and that is the principal concern.  Would there be any circumstances?   

Q280  Lord Tomlinson: If it were ring-fenced, for example for the current pattern of 

expenditure; would that make it acceptable? 

Hilary Benn: That might beg the question in those circumstances what the purpose of the 

budgetisation in the first place was.  There is also the essential division of the political and 

other mechanisms by which the EU relates to the ACP states; although you could perfectly 

well keep that arrangement while budgetising the actual expenditure.  As things stand at the 

moment, we are not persuaded for those two principal reasons.  Hypothetically, if the EU 

were to make changes to the way in which the current development budgets are spent that 
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moved in the direction that we are arguing very strongly for, that might be another matter.  

We are not there at the moment. 

Q281  Baroness Northover: I wanted to pick up on that.  The argument has been made to us 

that it would be much more streamlined to have it budgetised, to have the same processes 

applied across what was being done in development aid.  Do you feel encouraged by the 

reforms that things are moving in the right direction - the development of the country strategy 

papers and the devolving processes that they are developing?  Do you feel that under those 

circumstances there is some weight in their argument that things should now be budgetised 

and all put together so that that can be carried forward? 

Hilary Benn: There are two parts to your question.  One is the reform process itself and how 

it has been coming along.  The second one remains: what would be the percentage of spend 

out of, for the sake of argument, a development pot that included budgetised EDF financing, 

and where would that then leave the percentage going on low-income countries?  That is not 

necessarily linked to the effectiveness with which the money is then spent.  As far as the 

reform process is concerned, it was much needed, as I think everybody recognises.  I think it 

is making reasonable progress, although there is some way yet to go.  There has been 

reasonable progress in the sense that I think the EU has done pretty well in doing the things 

that it said it would do as part of the reform process.  For example – the terrible jargon, the 

de-concentration – the devolution of responsibility to country office is wholly sensible.  It 

reflects very much the approach that we increasingly take as a government organisation.  You 

do not have to think about it terribly long to realise why it makes sense: you have people on 

the ground who know the country better, and they have built up relationships.  We in DfID 

have a very high level of devolved responsibility, and I see the benefits of that every time I 

get the chance to visit a country and talk to my colleagues there.  Forty-eight out of the 78 

have been de-concentrated so far, and they have got another 30 to go.  That is the first thing.  
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They are paying out the money quicker; there is no question about that.  I am told that on 

average 75 per cent of all invoices are now paid within 60 days.  This, I am reliably informed, 

constitutes real progress.  An example of that is Kenya, where they have now got a fully 

decentralised office.  The average time to process payments has gone down from 50 days to 

8 days.  There are therefore real signs of progress being made.  The other part of that is the 

annual report, which is beginning to reflect greater attention being paid to the effectiveness of 

expenditure, because there are process issues and then there is the effectiveness of the 

progress.  The thing that is missing, which would be the next stage, is how the EU would 

relate all of its development effort to achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.  If 

you were to look at what would be our forthcoming departmental report, what would figure 

very prominently in there is assessing progress towards the Millennium Development Goals 

in the particular focus countries that we have agreed with the Treasury as part of our PSA 

target we are going to be measured on to see what progress we make.  I would say that that is 

the next stage.  So they are looking quite effectively at the projects and trying to judge 

whether they are successful or not; but better co-ordination between that and achievement of 

the Millennium Development Goals is one priority, and the second is more effective 

co-ordination with other donors within countries.  That is not just an issue for the EU; it is an 

issue for us as well.   

Q282  Lord Morris of Aberavon: Secretary of State, what would be your preferred outcome 

on the current negotiations at the next set of financial perspectives?  Is there any possibility or 

prospect of a separate development budget that could be provided for providing aid to the 

poorest countries?  I ask that against the background that there was a great deal of newspaper 

reporting six months ago or thereabouts that money was going to Iraq, whether it be for us or 

Europe or both, and was going to Iraq at the expense of aid to the poorer countries.  Was that 

true or not? 
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Hilary Benn: No.  In relation to the UK, if are you asking ----- 

Q283  Lord Morris of Aberavon: I am asking on both. 

Hilary Benn: To deal with the UK first, we have the commitment, as I explained a moment 

ago, to move towards 90 per cent of our budgetary spending going on low-income countries.  

One result of that has been that we are balancing our expenditure, and that means that some of 

the programmes that we have had in middle-income countries, i.e., less poor countries, we 

have been reducing in size and in some cases coming out of those countries altogether.  That 

was a process that was already taking place.  Most of the money that we have put into this 

commitment of £544 million to Iraq’s reconstruction between April 2003 and March 2006 has 

come either from central contingencies across the Government or DfID’s contingency reserve; 

and a small part of it has come from re-allocation within our middle-income country budgets.  

I would argue that what we are doing in Iraq at the moment is very important and right.  That 

is not to say that there still will not be a very considerable middle-income country 

programme, in particular through the work that the European Union does, and to which we 

contribute.  Your first question was about the financial perspectives.  The Commission has 

made its proposals.  There is not as much detail as we would like to see, but they are on the 

table.  Broadly speaking, they are reasonably good suggestions about trying to simplify our 

budget.  We welcome the proposal to create a single Economic Cooperation and development 

budget with a focus on poverty reduction.  We are concerned about the proposal to increase 

the volume of expenditure.  We want to see the EC stick to 1 per cent of gross national 

income.  However, I think it provides the beginning of the opportunity for a debate, and one 

has these three things working together:  the IGC wording, what is going to happen to the 

Commission structure, and the debate about the financial perspectives.  I suppose the big issue 

is this: how can we, within those three opportunities that we have now got, try and ensure that 

the EU does spend more of its money on poor countries, which we want; and that it does so in 
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as effective a way as possible, in other words to build on progress.  There has been real 

progress as far as reform is concerned, but on both of those issues there is still a very long 

way to go. 

Q284  Lord Morris of Aberavon: Given that there is poverty everywhere and it is a question 

of giving priority to one against the other – and I make that comment regarding our aid – what 

is the bottom line if you look at all the sources of money for Iraq, whether from here or from 

Europe?  Have the poorer countries suffered or not? 

Hilary Benn: I can only speak with most authority about what the UK has done, and I have 

described to you the process that we went through in order to protect a higher proportion of a 

growing UK aid budget, which is very important, going to the poorest countries of the world.  

Clearly, when we met in Madrid in October, and $32 billion was committed in grants and 

loans and a mix of the two, there was a very strong expression of international commitment to 

supporting Iraq, which currently – according to the best classification we have – is a low-

income country as we speak today, although it is expected that it will very rapidly get above 

the threshold.  That is the World Bank’s working assessment.  Why?  It is because it has been 

impoverished and brutalised and traumatised by the last thirty years’ experience.  I make no 

apology for the fact that we have committed the resources that we have.  We have a moral 

responsibility, and if we give the support now – which is the crucial point – for the 

reconstruction of Iraq, so that people feel their lives are getting better and the political process 

can work – then Iraq has natural resources in abundance and a highly educated population, 

and all the capacity in the world, if those two were sorted, to come out of the last thirty years 

and actually chart a much better future for itself without requiring continuing assistance from 

the international community in the form it is currently being given. 
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Q285  Lord Lea of Crondall: In response to the last point and the first reply to Lord Morris 

from the Secretary of State, you mentioned in passing the 1 per cent ceiling aspiration of the 

whole of the European budget, 1 per cent of the whole European national income.  Do you see 

it logical – a problem in fact – if we were to want to see more of our development spend go 

via multilateral resources, via the EU in this case, the arithmetic would show that if 1 per cent 

was somehow correct in year 1, and by year 5 you wanted to have more going through the 

EU, for the same amount of taxpayers’ money you would have logically increased the level of 

the EU budgeting.  This raises the general question of how much should go through the EU.  

We have just been shown the draft of the transcript of the report of the House of Commons 

Scrutiny Committee that you attended on 4 February, and there is quite a theme along that 

line of questioning there.  “Why should so much go and why can we not spend it better 

ourselves?  You gave the interesting answer:  “We cannot all go to these countries and say we 

have got a plan for them, and then the Dutch say they have got another plan.”  I would like 

you to enlarge on that because it is a very central point for our report, and a second important 

element, which is the limited number of competent people in a typical African country, for 

example.  If you take the number of 15, and they all turn up not only have they got 

contradictory views, but they have got a lot of people rushing around, with a limited number 

in that regard.  As long as the pattern is developing, is this not a logical case for saying, “we 

want to explain to the British public why more money has to go via the EU and certainly not 

go retrospectively”? 

Hilary Benn: The first two answers I give are that given the current circumstances, where in 

the past, by the EU’s own admission, development spending has not been as effective as it 

might have been, and that is why there is a reform process; and secondly, given that the 

proportion going to the poorest countries of the world has declined over the last decade and a 

bit, has begun to turn up questions in which direction it is now going to move; and compare 
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that with, as far as our development of bilateral programmes is concerned – I think we do a 

pretty good job.  We could always do better.  Certainly, we have a very clear focus on the 

poorest countries of the world.  You can see why one would argue, in the hypothetical 

situation that you put, that one would need to see very significant further progress on both of 

those fronts before saying “we want to put more money through the EU rather than 

bilaterally”.  The second answer to your question is that there are certain areas in which the 

EU has got what you might describe as a comparative advantage, as one sees reflected in a lot 

of the programmes that they are working:  trade and regional economic integration is a very 

big issue for sub-Saharan Africa in particular, where we can see some moves now taking 

place to integrate regionally – and that is a process that we want to encourage; there is 

macroeconomic assistance, transport, some infrastructure, and some work on good 

governance.  I think that those are areas where the EU should focus its efforts.  Obviously, it 

does some work on health and education in support of the good governance and 

macroeconomic assistance, including budget support.  The third thing I would say is that the 

really big challenge for all of us is to make sure that whoever we are, whether we arrive as the 

EU, the UK, the Netherlands or whoever, is that what we do pays really close attention to 

what the government of that country itself has determined are its objectives.  The poverty 

reduction strategy paper is the mechanism for making that happen.  There has been a lot of 

argument and persuasion to get the international system to rally around that.  The second 

challenge is to make sure that the way in which we provide our support reduces transaction 

costs and minimises the burden on hard-pressed ministries.  There is no area in which that is 

more strongly illustrated than tackling HIV/AIDS, which is, in sub-Saharan Africa in 

particular, a really big development challenge which cuts right across everything.  As a world, 

if we are not capable of dealing with that, then the prospects for development in some 

countries is very bleak.  Malawi loses more teachers every year to AIDS than it trains, so 
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there is a fundamental problem in that country.  Whether it is our increasing bilateral spending 

on HIV/AIDS work – and we are the second largest donor in the world at the moment, and we 

have increased that 7-fold since 1997 – whether it is the global fund or the Americans with 

the new money they are putting in the system, the discipline has got to be on all of us to work 

in a way which supports developing country governments.  That is why – repeat after me 

what we call the three ones: one policy for tackling HIV, one strategy; one body in the 

country responsible for doing it; and one mechanism for reporting.  If we really sign up to 

that, as donors, whoever we happen to be, then we maximise the chance of increasing the 

amount of money in the international system to fight HIV, which is a good thing – the global 

fund has levered in more cash.  The growing public attention and global commitment can then 

be turned into change on the ground. 

Q286  Lord Tomlinson: Secretary of State, can I take you back to an answer you gave to 

Lord Morris?  You used the words “stick to 1 per cent of gross national income”.  The present 

financial perspective, which takes us through to 2006, is not 1 per cent; it is 1.24 per cent of 

GNI, or 1.27 per cent of GDP.  It is only the expenditure currently being held at 1 per cent 

because of the frugality of the European Parliament in its votes in the budgetary process.  I 

can understand the letter that has been signed by the Chancellor, Mr Gordon Brown, and 

maybe privately I welcome it, but there is nothing to stop the European Parliament this year 

using the old financial perspectives in actually voting non-obligatory expenditure up to a limit 

of 1.24 per cent of GNI, is there? 

Hilary Benn: The actual payment, as you say, is currently 1.01 per cent. 

Mr Dyer: To some extent the Council has to agree the budget as well. 

Q287  Lord Tomlinson: Not on non-obligatory expenditure.  On non-obligatory expenditure, 

which is essentially everything except the Common Agricultural Policy, the European 
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Parliament have the final word, and even if there is a dispute the President of the Parliament 

signs the budget when it comes into effect as it is.  Therefore, they could in fact, if they are 

provoked excessively, blow 0.24 per cent additionally on non-obligatory expenditure. 

Mr Dyer: If they got through the Council process and the conciliation process. 

Q288  Lord Tomlinson: They do not have to go through a Council process, though, do they? 

Mr Dyer: A conciliation process. 

Q289  Lord Tomlinson: At the end of the conciliation process, if they fail to agree they have 

the last word, do they not?  I think it is important to make sure that we understand the same 

figures, because 1 per cent is an aspiration of the Chancellor and it is not a reality in the 

current financial perspective. 

Hilary Benn: It reflects the actual current level of expenditure. 

Lord Tomlinson:  That is right. 

Q290  Baroness Park of Monmouth: I simply want to put on record how utterly I agree with 

what the Secretary of State said in his evidence to the Scrutiny Committee on the DRC, when 

he points out that there has never been a state design – not rebuilding something that has 

never been there and trying to persuade people that the Government actually does something 

for you.  I was deeply impressed by that; it has got the DRC in a nutshell. 

Hilary Benn: It is very kind of you to say so.  Indeed, I was merely replaying back to the 

Committee on that occasion what President Kabila said to me when I met him in Kinshasa in 

December.  The scale of the challenge in that country is enormous.  Historically, we did not 

have a very good presence because it did not form part of our Anglophone African 

inheritance, so to speak.  But we are increasing our aid programme there.  We are looking to 

establish a fully devolved DfID country office by 2005 because my very firm view is that 
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given what I said earlier about the opportunity we now have with peace breaking out across 

significant parts of Africa, the international community has a real responsibility in those 

circumstances to say, “we will come and support you in return for continued establishment of 

that peace”.  It is not “whatever you do, we will help you”; this is support in return for success 

in establishing that peace and taking it forward.  We could not forgive ourselves if we did not 

take the opportunity there is, given that this is a continent where 3 million to 3.5 million 

people were killed, frankly before the television cameras went into Bunja last year.  If you 

asked most people in this country to please name the African country where 3 million to 

3.5 million people had been killed in the last decade, in what some people have described as 

“Africa’s hidden first world war”, frankly very few people would have been able to identify 

the DRC as the place where it was done.  I can only repeat that it is an enormous challenge, 

but it is right that the international community should be coming in.  I think I am right in 

saying that we are now the third largest bilateral donor in the DRC, and I think it is right that 

we should be giving that help to a very complex and difficult process that President Kabila 

and his colleagues are having to take forward. 

Q291  Lord Maclennan of Rogart: Secretary of State, in the written evidence, which was 

very helpful, and in what you have said this morning, you have either directly or indirectly 

drawn attention to the questions that are uncertain at the moment about the future shape of 

institutional arrangements. 

Hilary Benn: Yes. 

Q292  Lord Maclennan of Rogart: I would like to seek to come to terms with what your 

thinking is in these areas.  The strands which have come out of what has been submitted in 

writing include such things as the fact that the Commission is under-staffed in comparison 

with other development agencies and in relation to the size of its portfolio.  It has also been 
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shown that it is to some extent as a result of deliberate reform processes and regulatory policy 

programming implementation; there is some suggestion that DG Dev is marginalized; and 

finally, as evidentiary of the problems that have come up, there has been the issue of the 

abolition of the Development Council.  Does this have a significance?  We have had it put to 

us that it has resulted in less time being spent on key development strategies at EU level.  

Some of your policy stances, and those of government, appear to flow  - and I am thinking 

particularly of your earlier answers on budgetisation – to the failure to arrive at strategic 

policies with which you are in agreement.  I am sorry that that is a rolled-up question, but 

what are the institutional changes which you would like, focusing on particularly the question 

of the Foreign Minister’s role, which you said was uncertain?  What would you like?  You 

said it was uncertain about the structure of the Commission.  What would you like?  Perhaps 

that is enough! 

Hilary Benn: Firstly on staff, it may have been Baroness Northover who talked about skills 

that the Commission has got as far as development is concerned.  Part of the challenge that 

the EU is facing in its reform programme is that you need very different skills if you are 

processing invoices and running programmes in Brussels to working in a devolved country 

office, rolling up your sleeves and getting to work on development.  One of the problems, 

frankly, which the Commission has faced in making the transition from one approach to the 

other is finding sufficient people with the right skills to do that work.  That is partly a training 

need and partly a problem arising out of transition.  We need to acknowledge that.  That is the 

first thing, having the right number of people with the right skills.  Secondly, as far as the 

structure of the Commission is concerned, this is all very much up in the air, but since you 

asked me the question I will do my best to answer it.  My view is that there is a very strong 

case for having policy and implementation together, as far as development is concerned.  I say 

that partly because DfID is a department where we make a policy, we do the implementation 
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and we do the humanitarian aid; and it seems to work reasonably well.  It is a bit 

dysfunctional to have them separately.  Whether that would be the outcome or not, to be 

honest I do not know.  However, what is essential is a strong development commissioner who 

is responsible not only for policy but he or she should also be able to oversee effective 

implementation; but I do not see how you can divorce one from the other.  That would be my 

aspiration as far as that is concerned.  On the Development Council, clearly there was an 

agreement reached in the greater scheme of things, which reduced the number of councils in 

the interests of streamlining.  That is what happened and that is where we are.  We now have 

the two specific meetings as part of GAERC, where the focus is on development.  In practice, 

at other meetings, development issues are also on the agenda for discussion.  The onus is on 

us, as development ministers, to make sure that we use the structures within the new 

streamlined arrangements for making sure that development is up there alongside the other 

foreign policy and security considerations.  I believe very strongly that this should not be 

about a competition within a hierarchy.  Each has its place and we need to make sure we are 

working to make them complement each other as effectively as possible, and not subordinate 

one to the other. 

Q293  Lord Maclennan of Rogart: Where does the Foreign Minister come into the picture 

as far as you are concerned? 

Hilary Benn: Partly that will depend on precisely on the structure of the Commission and we 

are going to have to wait and see what the outcome is on that front.  Clearly, you want to have 

a Foreign Minister who understands the development argument and the need for broader 

development around the world; and you need a Development Commissioner who understands 

that there are perfectly legitimate interests as far as the near abroad are concerned in regard to 

foreign policy and security.  I suppose I come back to the point I made right at the beginning 

in answer to one of the first questions.  This is the world as we find it.  I do not think the 
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development interests and the development community should be anxious about having to 

engage with broader issues of foreign security policy because I think the development 

community has a really strong argument to make about the long-term security and foreign 

policy benefits of tackling poverty, injustice and inequality around the world.  If we look at 

states where that has not happened, which begin to fail, and where there is a breakdown of 

law and order, you get conflict.  We then deal in Europe with one of the consequences, which 

is refugee flows.  We live in a world now where, increasingly, events that occur in one 

country affect other countries; so anyone who ever argued in the past, “it is all very 

unfortunate; let’s pull up the drawbridge and hope it will all go away” – that is not going to 

work.  Therefore, providing you get it right I think that the two can sit alongside each other 

very effectively.  That is my view. 

Q294  Lord Maclennan of Rogart: For the avoidance of doubt, can you say what you would 

like to see as far as the Foreign Minister is concerned?  You have said it is in the air and we 

know you cannot predict the outcome, but what would be preferable in terms of the 

relationship between the Foreign Minister and the Development Commissioner? 

Hilary Benn: I think the most preferable thing is that there should be a strong development 

commissioner with responsibility for policy and implementation, because I think that is the 

most coherent thing to do so far as development is concerned.  In the context of the IGC, as I 

said, I think that is a reasonably good outcome.  In practice it is going to be about how the two 

work together and how the principles that are set out in the IGC, assuming it is agreed in the 

form as far as development is concerned in which it is currently drafted, work with that to 

take it forward.  What would be problematic is if you broke up Commissioner responsibilities 

that cover different bits and pieces, because I think that is a less functional system and one 

where you have very strong development interests. 
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Q295  Lord Lea of Crondall: Secretary of State, concentration on poverty may be a false 

argument if it is felt that some people are not concentrating on poverty and instead 

concentrating on governance or economic growth or foreign direct investment.  India over the 

last ten years – they have now 7 per cent per annum average economic growth – reduced the 

number of people on the world development goals in poverty from 45 per cent to 35 per cent, 

and I guess that something similar is happening.  Therefore, is it not a false way of putting the 

argument to say you are or you are not concentrating on poverty?  Is not the real problem – 

and I take the continent of Africa – that of course we want to meet the Millennium 

Development targets, but all these questions of governance, transparency, corruption and so 

on are terribly important?  Therefore, what we are circling around is the objection of neo-

colonialism and so on.  Can you comment on how far it would help to have more umbrella 

policies under perhaps the African Union, AU/EU, so that you would really get through to 

what would create foreign direct investment, as well as domestic capital formations, simply 

because you find it more acceptable to get these policies in and moving without being accused 

of being imperialist and neo-colonialist?   

Hilary Benn: I am tempted to say that your last comment is always a risk that we run in 

certain quarters (I am sorry – that was a joke!).  I do not think there is a conflict between 

saying we are interested in poverty reduction and questions of good governance, dealing with 

corruption and promoting foreign direct investment, because we know that all three of those, 

and lots of other things, are absolutely fundamental to making progress.  That is the truth.  

The argument is about whether we should be focusing more of our effort in the poorest 

countries of the world where, if we make progress, we have the best chance of achieving the 

Millennium Development goals.  I happen to think that that is entirely the right policy, but the 

truth is that if we are going to make progress towards the Millennium Development goals it is 

not just a question of the total amount of aid within the system.  In one sense, if it was just a 
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question of the total amount of aid, if you could get the money it would be easy to fix. 

However, it is not just that, although it is important.  Why has Kenya just seen an increase in 

the number of kids going to primary school?  It is because it has been able to abolish its user 

fees, and we made a contribution of money, alongside others, which has helped to make it 

happen.  That is progress.  That is moving us towards the MDG on getting 130 million kids 

around the world who are not currently in primary school into a classroom with a desk, a 

textbook and a teacher.  Debt relief is part of the answer.  What we are going to do on world 

trade is of fundamental importance because if we can sort out agriculture and get the World 

Trade talks back on track and reach agreement, depending on which estimate you take the 

benefit that would flow to poor people in poor countries would be worth three times the value 

of all of the aid which the rich world currently gives.  If you do not deal with conflict, what 

are the prospects?  Do you want to come and invest in a country where there is a war going 

on?  No, you do not.  If you have not got the war, can you get a long lease on the land;  can 

you enforce a contract; will you face problems of corruption?  These are all of the things that 

need to be done which maximise the chance that development in a country is going to take 

place, so I do not see a contradiction between us being interested in poverty and governance 

and everything else over here; they are all part of understanding better the things that need to 

happen and what countries need to do for themselves and what we can do to help them to 

maximise the chances that people are going to be lifted out of poverty.  China is a very good 

example because it is in the process of economic development, which has meant that China is 

the one country in the world that has lifted more of its citizens out of abject poverty in the last 

generation than any other on the planet. 

Chairman:  If members agree, I think we do want to cover the rather different point which is 

reflected in Lord Tomlinson’s point about the EIB, but I am conscious of time as far as you 

are concerned. 
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Q296  Lord Tomlinson: We have had a lot of discussion today about poverty focus.  What 

do you think therefore about the possibility of getting greater poverty focus from the EU 

development budget if there is a possibility of using other EU instruments such as EIB loans 

but dealing with the needs of the middle-income countries and thereby leaving the European 

Union development budget for greater poverty focus?  Is that a feasible objective in relation 

to poverty? 

Hilary Benn: I think it is a really pertinent question, and it is one of the things that we think is 

good in principle because clearly the middle-income and some of the relatively better-off 

countries are in a different situation to those that are the very poorest.  Therefore, looking at a 

graduated system of support would be a good direction in which to move.  I think that is good 

in principle.  How you would do it in practice is another question.  It would assist us in 

dealing with the problem we have identified in answering your questions today.  

Q297  Lord Lea of Crondall: The EU Annual Report on Development Assistance and its 

continued lack of focus and fragmented development profile: how do you square that with 

your diversity of aid programmes?  Can you comment on the relationship of those two? 

Hilary Benn: The fact is that we have now got this, and I think I am right in saying this is the 

second year in which they have produced this.  In my previous incarnation in DfID, when I 

was Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, I attended the Development Council, where the 

first report came.  I remember Poul Nielson saying:  “This is not perfect but at least we are 

making a start.”  I think we should congratulate the Commission on what it is now seeking to 

do.  It is still quite long, but that is perhaps an unfair criticism and I had better make sure now 

that our departmental annual report is not quite so long, or I will be taken to task on this!  I 

come back to what I said in answer to a previous question:  there needs to be greater focus on 

performance and the difference that it makes.  Frankly, this is the challenge for all of us in 

development because we focus a great deal on process.  That is for the very good reason that 
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if you get the process right, then you can get the outcomes that you want.  However, in the 

end what matters is the difference it makes and how you quantify and measure this, because 

we are spending public money, and it is the best way of going back to the world out there and 

saying, “this is what we have been able to do for what we have spent so far; if you think this 

is good and it is making a difference, can we have some more?”  That is part of winning the 

wider political argument for development assistance, which is important in the UK and in the 

wider world, given that the world is giving less development assistance now than it was a 

decade and a half ago.  I made an earlier point about linking it better to achievement of the 

MDGs because that would be extremely helpful.  With the work they are doing on activity-

based budgeting (ABB), that will help.  I do not know whether Nick wants to say something 

about how he feels that process is coming along.  That, too, is a step in the right direction. 

Mr Dyer: It is, and they are committed to introducing ABB.  This is the first year it has been 

introduced.  We are working with the European Commission to try and make sense of what 

we can get out of the process.  I think the ABB is a step in the right direction more akin to 

something like our Public Service Agreements/Service Delivery Agreements (PSA/SDA) – 

where you can start seeing objectives and making links between objectives and activities.  It is 

very much a step in the right direction.  I do not think they have got it right yet but certainly it 

is an innovation. 

Q298  Baroness Northover: Picking up the point about poverty focus, you have been 

somewhat critical of what the EU has done.  I would like to ask you about your view on their 

country strategy papers.  You have obliquely said that it is extremely important that there is a 

poverty focus when you are working with the governments.  Is that an oblique criticism of the 

kind of country strategy papers that they are coming forward with, or would you fully support 

what they have done?  After all, we are not going to move to a position where there is going 
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to be this co-ordinated approach within each country if you do not agree on what the countries 

in question need to do. 

Hilary Benn: It was not intended as an oblique criticism because I think they are a step in the 

right direction.  As you have just stated in asking the question, part of what we all need to do 

is to look at the country with which we are working and ask ourselves what we identify as the 

needs, and what is the particular contribution that our development programme, whether the 

UK bilaterally or the EU through its own country strategy paper, can contribute.  We should 

also look at what other people doing because it would not be sensible for us all to do 

everything in a particular country; and where we can pool our effort, for example through a 

sector support programme in health and education for instance, or where we reach agreement 

across donors that we are going to move towards budget support, clearly there have to be the 

right circumstances.  If you come to the view that the government has got a good credible 

plan, a poverty reduction strategy paper is in place, it knows what it wants to do and has 

mechanisms for spending the money and using it effectively, but they lack the cash to make 

things happen, to get more kids into primary schools and improve the availability of 

healthcare whatever, then there is a strong case in those circumstances for saying, “okay, let 

us give them budget support in those circumstances”.  I think it is a step in the right direction.  

When I talk about the need to be coherent in the way we behave and to harmonise, that is a 

comment I direct at everybody, not at the EC, because in some countries you get a strong 

sense of a greater or lesser degree of harmonisation co-ordination.  It is a principle that 

everybody signs up to.  If you say, “we need to harmonise, everyone will go out and nod their 

heads” but the question is:  do we do it?  It includes us and it includes other countries as well. 

Q299  Baroness Northover: Do you see the EU as playing a leading role in deciding that that 

in a particular country maybe they are going to co-ordinate things, so that the UK has a 
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commitment in terms of developing schools and Norway something else; or do you think we 

are a long way off that? 

Hilary Benn: There are clearly examples where donors have pooled their money through 

sector support arrangements, and there are examples where donors have pooled their money 

through budget support.  What tends to happen is that there is a different set-up in different 

countries.  It depends partly on the personalities of the individuals who are the country 

representatives or heads of departments.  It is important that they should meet together on a 

regular basis and should share and exchange information.  They should work as hard as 

possible to make sure what each of them is doing supports where the country itself wishes to 

go.   It is entirely sensible to divide up the work.  There may be circumstances in which the 

EU will lead in particular areas.  I think it matters less who leads in which particular area in a 

country.  I would not be in favour of imposing around the world the fact that the EU is going 

to lead on that and the UK on that, because I think we need to have regard to country 

circumstances and the fact that donors would have been there for a period of time and built up 

strengths and relationships with government departments.  I think you need to build on that 

but always ask the question:  “Are we co-ordinating and harmonising the work we do in a 

way that will maximise the difference that our money, effort, passion and commitment makes 

on the ground.  That, in the end, is the real test. 

Q300  Lord Tomlinson: There is just a small point arising from that, because you have laid 

great emphasis on coherence and co-ordination.  Going back to the question that Lord 

Maclennan asked, are you satisfied that in post enlargement Europe, with the now 

inevitability of a much larger coalition than some of us would have liked to have seen, that 

you are necessarily at the level of the Commission going to get greater coherence?  I would 

have thought that bearing in mind the empirical evidence of having more commissioners to 
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whom they have to give something to do, there might be less coherence at the level of the 

Commission.  Are you taking steps to try to influence advance decisions in that? 

Hilary Benn: I think my modest contribution to that bigger political question would simply 

be to reinforce the point I made in answer to Lord Maclennan:  as far as development is 

concerned, what matters to me is that we get an outcome which ensures that there is 

coherence between the different bits of development.  That does not necessarily solve the 

problem as you have put it, Lord Tomlinson, as far as how the rest of the responsibilities will 

be divvied out.  That is the thing that I am focusing on because that will make the difference.  

Q301  Baroness Northover: Are you focusing on a particular person coming down the track?  

Obviously, Chris Patten has had a major influence, and a lot may very well depend on who 

replaces him. 

Hilary Benn: I am not focusing on a particular person; I am focusing on trying to get the right 

structure, and it will be for others to determine who the particular person is. 

Chairman: We have covered the area fairly well, but you mentioned the ACP in answer to 

one of the questions about its structure, and we have also touched on the Balkans.  In the last 

few minutes, I will first ask Lady Northover to pursue the ACP issue briefly and Lord Lea 

afterwards so that we would at least have covered those topics specifically.  

Q302  Baroness Northover: You have been emphasising your poverty focus, so what is the 

future for the ACP?  Is there not a case for treating all low-income countries on a similar basis 

as far as development aid is concerned? 

Hilary Benn: Currently, about 90 per cent of the EDF goes to low-income countries.   The 

most fundamental principle is that the assistance should be allocated on first of all the basis of 

need and, secondly, performance.  You clearly want to support countries that are taking 

steps – going back to the question that Lord Lea asked me a moment ago – in relation to  
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governance, corruption and so on.  In the end, this has to be a partnership between the EU and 

developing countries themselves, and we should give support to those countries and also to 

the countries that are taking the steps that they want to take, which all of us know are going to 

maximise the chances that the lives of their people will be improved.  There is clearly a lot of 

work underway at the moment on the negotiation of the partnership agreements, which is 

going to take some time.  We need to see that process through.  Also, progress has been made 

in trying to make sure that the EDF money is spent more effectively and more quickly.  I 

simply come back to the point I made earlier that compared with the development budget 

generally, it does have a much higher focus on the poorest countries of the world, and that is 

something that we need to preserve.  That is really important.  

Q303  Lord Lea of Crondall: I am sure there are good reasons for increasing the share of the 

EU Aid to developing countries from 50 per cent to 70 per cent, but on that argument why do 

we not just put poverty as such as the criteria?  Why do we not put more money into North 

Korea?  Clearly, there must be some conditionality.  Can you comment in conclusion about 

how far there is a necessity of a negotiation where you say effectively “there is the money” 

and put the money on the table”?  There must be some sort of relationship between the flow-

back, before you say, “there is another one”. 

Hilary Benn: On this central issue of conditionality, which of course figures very 

prominently in a lot of debates that we have about development, then there are very few 

people who say that there should not be any conditionality at all.  The best example, to make 

the case for some conditionality, is when General Abacha was in charge of Nigeria and the 

international community gave Nigeria in aid about $1 billion during the period of his rule, and 

he and his family it is estimated nicked from the people of Nigeria $3-4 million.  This is a 

problem.  The question is: what is the right type of conditionality?  That is the way that I 

would put the argument.  The Bank and the fund increasingly accept through this mechanism 
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called the Poverty and Social Impact Analysis, the argument that taking decisions about 

support and aid and programmes that they are going to do, that they should take account of 

the effect of what they are proposing and the effect it would have on poverty within the 

country concerned.  I think one of the things we need to do is to make sure that the Bank and 

the fund are consistently undertaking those PSIAs and, secondly, to ask the very legitimate 

question:  “What have you decided to do differently now, having done it, having looked at the 

impact of what it was that you were proposing to do in the first place?”  That is the real test.  

Thirdly, what we do should support the poverty reduction strategy plans which countries 

themselves have drawn up.  In the end, we have to be able to demonstrate the progress.  If 

corruption is not tackled or your customers do not collect the revenues that are owed, it makes 

sense – and we do work in some countries – to encourage customs organisations to be more 

effective in collecting money.  If you collect money, you have got more in the pot to then 

spend on health and education.  There are more controversial questions that are to do with 

spending money on state-owned enterprises that are losing cash hand over fist.  Any 

government in the end is going to have to make a choice in carrying on spending that money; 

or you could say:  “If we did not spend it there, then we would have more available to do 

other things.”  None of this takes away from the choices, which, in the end, developing 

country governments have themselves got to make about what they want to do.  In the end, 

they have the greatest incentive and interest in trying to solve these problems because it is 

about their people, their country and their future.  We have got to make sure that the support 

we give is applied in a way that maximises the chances of that happening and also 

demonstrates to our communities that the aid we give makes a difference – and it really does, 

but we have to work harder to demonstrate that. 

Q304  Chairman: As far as the freeing-up point, how realistic do you think it would be to 

persuade the whole of the EU that they should reduce their aid to the Balkans and the 
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Mediterranean, bearing in mind the interests they have in what you referred to as “Europe’s 

back yard”? 

Hilary Benn: That is the fundamental question, which runs right through everything that we 

have discussed this morning.  It is not a euphemism, but I think it will be quite a challenge not 

least in relation to your question and that of Baroness Northover about the impact of the 

accession states, because it does inevitably change the balance.  We might as well be honest 

and open about it; it changes the balance.  All we can do is continue to make the arguments 

that I have tried to make today about the Committee about why this matters, and why, if you 

take a broader and longer term perspective so far as security and foreign policy is concerned, 

it really does make sense that we should be doing something about poverty, injustice and 

inequality around the world.  We all have an interest, and even though some countries may 

see their immediate interest in relation to their immediate near abroad, for reasons that we can 

quite understand, as far as the future of the world is concerned, this is something that together 

we really do need to do. 

Q305  Chairman: Secretary of State, thank you very much for giving us so much time.  It 

has been a very interesting morning.  I can assure you that we could have kept you very much 

longer but we are aware that you need to go away. 

Hilary Benn: I do hope it has been helpful to the Committee. 

Chairman:  I am sure all the members have found it helpful. 


