
 

Foreign Aid is necessary, but needs to be guided by wise principles 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

The issue of foreign aid remains a hot topic for discussion and has both its enthusiastic supporters, 

and its strict critics. The process through which one country helps another country, directly or 

through a multilateral framework is now well established, but that does not mean that it is short of 

controversy. 

 Development aid versus humanitarian aid 

Do you give a hungry person a fish or a fishing rod? This question has been posed many times. If you 

give the person a fish he can eat it now, and tomorrow he will be hungry again, but if you give him a 

fishing rod, he can catch a fish today, and for many days after. 

So, putting this mantra in the context of international relations, rich countries are encouraged to 

provide development aid to what used to be called “poor countries” but which now are called by the 

more politically correct term of “less developed countries”. The process is now formalised, with the 

United Nations agreeing a target for countries to spend 0.7% of their Gross National Income (GNI) on 

Official Development Assistance (ODA). ODA is aid intended to promote the economic development 

and welfare of developing countries and is reported under Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) rules. 

A history rooted in colonialism 

This practice of rich countries helping poor countries is rooted in the end of the colonial era. After 

World War II the European powers were forced to start thinking about dismantling their empires, 

and they developed a policy of preparing their colonies for independence. The British were in this 

much better than the French. The Colonial Office in London became the hub for development aid 

programmes, and many colonies in Africa, Asia and the Caribbean, became beneficiaries with 

different degrees of success. When the empire eventually was dismantled and the Colonial Office 

closed down, it was decided to keep the aid programme and to set up a separate government unit, 

sometimes called the Overseas Development Agency. It was at some point turned into a full 

government  Ministry – the Department for International Development (DFID), and for a while, under 

prime ministers Blair and Brown it was quite an influential voice in government. Recently the 

Conservative Government unceremoniously closed the Ministry down and integrated it back into the 

Foreign Office, which now has the cumbersome name of “Foreign, Commonwealth and Development 

Office”. 

What’s in a name? 

Some may think this was just a symbolic gesture, or a measure related to the streamlining of 

government. In fact the move captures all the controversies around development aid. By having a 

separate Ministry – DFID – the Labour government ensured that development aid became an integral 

part of British foreign policy, but, and this is quite important, it also ensured that it will not be simply 

another British foreign policy tool, but a foreign policy objective in its own right. 

The European Union as a major donor 

At the moment the largest contributor of foreign aid in the world is the European Union. Team 

Europe – the European Commission plus the 27 member states, collectively give around 50 billion 



 

euros of aid per year, dwarfing the United States, that gives around d 18 billion USD. There is an 

ongoing effort to co-ordinate European aid. Team Europe is an expression of this desire. But the 

member states are also keen to keep their own national brand on the aid they give, for the reasons 

outlined below; 

 

The Gulf States and foreign aid 

The story of the Gulf states and their position, first as recipients, then donors, of aid is a very 

interesting one. Until the 1960s, except for Saudi Arabia, the rest of the Gulf countries were 

controlled by the British for all intents and purposes. But their status was specific in that they were 

considered as “protected states”, with Britain only responsible for their defence and foreign affairs. 

This meant that when Britain started giving aid to its colonies through ODA, the Gulf states were 

excluded. This created a lot of bad feeling, especially when in 1965 the British stopped an initiative of 

the Arab League to open a development office in Sharjah fearing Nasserist intervention. In any case 

the situation soon changed dramatically with the advent of oil revenues, and the departure of the 

British. By the 1970s the Gulf states were themselves donors of aid. The process had started earlier in 

Kuwait, where after independence in 1962, the Kuwait Fund was established as a development fund. 

It was to be come a model which other Gulf states were soon to copy. That was a long time ago. 

Today, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar and Kuwait are among the largest aid donors in the world. The UAE 

alone. In 2021/22 the UAE alone provided 3.5 billion USD in foreign aid. Yemen is the largest single 

recipient of UAE aid. 

 

 Humanitarian aid – how it is different 

Humanitarian aid is different from Development aid. It is given to alleviate a particular situation or 

crisis. 

A good example was the huge international effort to provide emergency aid to Turkey and Syria after 

the recent earthquake. Countries moved swiftly to provide for the immediate needs of people 

affected by the earthquake. This involved both rescue missions to get people from under the rubble, 

to providing tents and clothing. Many countries participated in this effort, and it was heartening to 

see such a huge and generous response. 

Humanitarian aid is often given when conflicts erupt, creating a refugee crisis. Refugees often arrive 

in third countries with nothing but their cloths, and need to be immediately fed, accommodated and 

be cared for. The bigger the crisis, the bigger the response needed. Unfortunately sometimes crises 

become permanent. A UN office established to deal with the first wave of Palestinian refugees in the 

1940s and 1950s still has work to do because the refugees were never able to go back. 

There are moments when development aid and humanitarian aid get entangled together, often with 

bad results. The British government was recently criticised for using its Development Aid budget to 

fund the welfare of tens of thousands of Ukrainian refugees that arrived in the UK after the start of 

the War in February 2022. Many feel that humanitarian aid and development aid are two very 

different things that need to be kept very separate from each other. 

But humanitarian aid can also be a tool for reconciliation. Gulf aid to Syria after the recent 

earthquake marked a turning point in relations. The presence of an Armenian rescue team in 

Turkey’s earthquake hit regions helped to ease relations between the two countries. 



 

 The political implications of aid 

Aid, be it development aid or humanitarian aid, has always had, and continues to have, political 

considerations and implications, both positive and negative. 

A neo-colonialist tool 

Some see aid as a neo-colonialist tool – an attempt by rich countries to buy influence in poorer 

countries. Whilst there is no doubt an element of this, one needs also to say that many donors have 

become much more transparent in the way they give aid. Aid programmes are invariably agreed with 

the recipient governments. However all donors see aid as a way of showing their generosity and 

good will and they project this in all kinds of manner. From small flags on sacks of flour delivered as 

humanitarian aid, to large billboards at new foreign funded infrastructural projects, donors flaunt 

their generosity and make sure everyone knows about it. This, some say, is a small price to pay if the 

aid is effective, so no one is bothered very much with these ostentatious displays. 

Aid with strings – more for more 

No donor country will admit that its aid comes with strings, but it often does. Aid is not always given 

to where it is more needed, more often to where the donor’s priorities are. Aid is sometimes given in 

recognition of a country’s particular political course. Egypt became the second largest recipient of US 

aid after the Camp David agreements. Even the European Union, which boasts the highest standard 

in the management and disbursement of aid, is not shy to advertise a “more for more” policy, which 

partly means more aid for more democracy and human rights. It rarely works. 

Selling one’s own goods and services 

More controversial is the issue of how aid is used to buy goods and services from the donor country. 

Aid projects that require the recipient to use the money solely to buy goods and services from the 

donor country are now heavily criticised. Donors these days are more concerned that the money 

given is not stolen by corrupt officials, so it often comes with conditions, mainly related to 

transparency and good governance 

Multilateral aid or competition between donors? 

In order to mitigate some of these problems a tradition of channelling aid through multilateral 

channels has evolved with mixed success. In this context, donor countries give the money to a 

multilateral organisation, such as the UN, which then, working through one of its agencies such as 

UNDP, disburses it where necessary without having to take into account national priorities. This 

addresses some of the problems but also creates another layer of bureaucracy which adds costs and 

inefficiency. The UN is often heavily criticised for the way it manages its programmes, and with 

justification, yet the truth is that it is often dealing with daunting tasks, with ficklish funders who do 

not often honour their funding pledges, and an ever increasing demand on limited resources. When 

funds are not channelled through a multilateral donor the donor countries often appear to be in 

competition with each other. This is problem is more related to development aid, rather than 

humanitarian aid. 

 Aid as a tool against extremism and radicalisation 

In recent decades the world has learnt through its bitter experience, that poverty and 

underdevelopment are one of the direct causes for extremism and radicalisation. Used properly and 

ethically, both humanitarian aid and development aid can counter extremism and radicalisation. 

There are many examples where extremist groups moved in to fill the vacuum left by bad 



 

governance, fragile states or war – from Maoists in Nepal to Jihadists in the Sahel and Yemen. Aid can 

help mitigate immediate needs, and give hope for the future. 

Five prerequisites are needed: 

 There should be as much as possible donor collaboration; this avoids confusion and 

duplication; a co-ordinated response is always likely to be more effective. The example of 

TEAM Europe, which brings the European Commission together with the 27 member states 

in a co-ordinated effort, means the EU has now become the largest international donor. 

Others, for example the Gulf states, can learn from this experience 

 The donor needs to be nuanced; no one, even the poorest person does not want to feel 

being manipulated; the dignity of the recipient – be it a country, a community or an 

individual, needs always to be respected; 

 A holistic approach is often much more effective: a balanced programme with elements in 

education, health and infrastructure often gives better results; 

 Countries need to have efficient government agencies to manage aid – be it humanitarian aid 

or development aid. In all cases good management will not only make the aid more effective 

but it will also lessen the risk that aid becomes counterproductive and is seen as being 

ineffective and as part of a large corruption scheme; In this regard lessons need to be learnt 

from failures in Afghanistan; 

 Generosity pays: a good aid policy can quickly turn the donor-recipient relationship into a 

much stronger collaborative relationship based on friendship and solidarity. 

 

 Aid is necessary, but it needs to be driven by the right considerations 

Aid, be it humanitarian aid in response to an emergency, or development aid, aimed at addressing 

longer term challenges and opportunities, remains necessary. Rich countries should be generous. 

They should also have the proper infrastructure to disburse and oversee aid and ensure that they can 

respond swiftly, especially to emergencies. The objective of allocating 0.7% of gross national income 

to overseas aid is a worthy one. Few countries have so far reached the target. There should be more 

vocal support for this commitment to be honoured amongst public opinion world-wide. 

But donor countries should adopt an ethical approach in their aid policies. Aid can be a foreign policy 

objective but should not become simply a foreign policy tool. 
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