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Labour's achievements in International Development 
and the implications of a Conservative Government 

Alistair Clark and David Jepson, Bristol West Labour Party 

 

This paper was produced on behalf of Bristol West International Development Group.  

The Group is open to members of the Labour Party and others who have an interest in and 
commitment to international development 

Contact: djbristolwlabour@aol.com 

 

During the last Conservative Governments of the 1980s and 1990s, international development was 
accorded a very low priority, budget and status.  

Since 1997, the Labour government has been widely recognised as a world leader on tackling global 
poverty which was seen as the highest priority for development programmes. We have seen   

 Dedicated  Department for International Development (DfID) 

 Cabinet representation for international development 

 Tripled development budget - UK AID - committed to UN target of 0.7%  GDP by 2013.       

 Clear priorities – with focus on tackling poverty and millennium development goals 

 High level of integration and engagement with other donor organisations, such as the European 
Union and World Bank 

Actions 

 promoted good governance 

 encouraged growth and economic development 

 enabled countries to deliver basic public services, such as health, education and water 

 tackled climate change and its impacts including help for the most vulnerable communities 

 argued for vital reforms to World Bank, UN, etc. 

Key achievements 

 International Development Secretary Douglas Alexander’s speech at Labour Conference 2009 said 
that the reduction of global poverty from 1/3 to 1/4 of world population is proof that Labour’s 
record on international development has been a success over the last twelve years 

 Gleneagles 2005  led cancellation of 100% of multilateral debts for poorest countries 

 Key role in Millennium Development Goals (MDGs); new commitments on malaria, food, 
education and health.  

 Untied aid so poorest countries can buy goods and services from the most cost-effective source 

 Led efforts to secure support for an International Aid Transparency initiative. 

 Governance and Transparency Fund for local civil society groups to improve governance and 
increase accountability in poor countries. 

  2009 saw UK’s biggest ever investment in fighting HIV and AIDS and is now 2nd largest donor 

 Big support of new Environmental Transformation Fund for developing countries to tackle climate 
change. 
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  UK is now the world’s second largest bilateral humanitarian donor. 

Labour Policy 

 International action to meet MDGs. 

 From 2010 big African spending increase so that 8 million additional children have access to 
education. 

 World trade agreement that benefits poor people, and not protectionist.  

 2007 pledged £1 billion to fight AIDS, TB and Malaria; implement the International Finance Facility 
for Immunisation ( save five million lives over 10 years); 20 million bed nets by 2010. 

 Gender equality and women’s empowerment so reducing poverty, upholding human rights; girls’ 
education in northern Nigeria: increased girls’ enrolment by 10-15% in just one year. 

 Reform of global institutions (UN, WBank, IMF) so better equipped for challenges of 21st century. 

Source:  Labour Party website 
 

Conservative Policies 

At face value, it would seem that  the Conservatives do not simply want to dismantle all the 
achievements of the past 12 years and return to the approach of previous Tory governments, for 
example with a headline pledge to retain the 0.7% spending target.  At one level, the Conservatives 
have been persuaded of the political importance of international development, but on another level 
it is important to look in depth at what is being proposed and how deep this commitment really is.  
 

Tory policy paper – “One World Conservatism”, July 2009 
A Conservative Agenda for International Development1 

Our vision for international development, as in other areas of policy, is to achieve progressive aims 
through Conservative means. We believe we can bring to the fight against global poverty weapons 
and techniques that will make more of a difference to more people: a focus on aid effectiveness and 
value for money; an understanding of the importance of wealth creation and the means to foster it; a 
recognition that security is the precondition for sustainable development and hard-headed proposals 
to improve conflict resolution. 

Any future government will have to take tough decisions to balance the books – and that means 
cutting back the rate of growth of government spending. The Conservative Party has made the bold 
pledge, even in the context of this fiscal squeeze, to increase the level of British aid. We have done so, 
above all, because it is morally right to do so. Cutbacks must not cost lives. That’s why, in the UK, 
we’ve ring-fenced the NHS budget. And this concern extends abroad, which is why we’re committed 
to boosting overseas aid. 

Recent years have seen the end of the stale debate between the cynics who claim that all aid is 
wasted, and the starry-eyed idealists who think that throwing money at a problem automatically 
solves it. Yes, some aid in the past has been wasted or stolen. But equally, well-spent aid has worked 
miracles: eliminating smallpox, almost eradicating polio, supporting the Green Revolution in 
agriculture, helping get millions of children into school and saving millions of families from hunger 
and disease. The global downturn – which is a hammer blow to the world’s poorest families – makes 

                                                           
1
 Our underlining, with some editing.  See also the Conservative Party web site and speeches by David 

Cameron and Andrew Mitchell (Tory  International Development Spokesperson). 
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the need for well-spent aid even more urgent. And it is clear that, in a globalised world, aid has a 
vital role to play in tackling many of the key challenges that Britain faces: drug-resistant diseases, 
migration, global conflict and instability. This is a practical as much as a moral imperative. 

But we are absolutely clear that, as taxpayers feel the pinch, maintaining public support for our aid 
programme will require a much greater focus on performance, results and outcomes. Our bargain 
with taxpayers is this: in return for your contribution of hard-earned money it is our duty to spend 
every penny of aid effectively. 

We are modern, compassionate Conservatives. We bring to this policy area an enormous 
determination to tackle poverty. But we understand that in the post-bureaucratic age, new 
approaches, enabled by new technologies and a new vision of social responsibility, are opening up 
new opportunities to empower individuals and communities, and boost economic growth in 
developing countries. 

We bring a natural scepticism about government schemes. We realise that generosity and good 
intentions are important starting points – but that what matters is results on the ground. The 
international development system is crying out for exactly this combination of compassion and 
competence. 

This Green Paper sets out how our commitment to more aid for the planet’s poorest people will be 
accompanied by a tough new approach to getting value for money from our aid budget. 

As well as highlighting the amazing achievements of aid, we are candid and open about the 
difficulties and problems involved in turning money and good intentions into real outcomes on the 
ground. We identify both the systemic problems that beset the whole official aid industry, and the 
specific mistakes that Labour politicians have made in running our aid programme. And we set out 
how we will put these problems right, increasing British aid, while injecting a new post-bureaucratic 
focus on effectiveness and outcomes. Our aim is to spend more on what works, and end funding for 
what doesn’t. 

This paper sets out the details of this new approach: 

We will ensure the impartial and objective analysis of the effectiveness of British aid through an 
Independent Aid Watchdog. We will link aid directly to independently-audited evidence of real 
progress on the ground. Increasingly, we will pay ‘cash on delivery’: giving an agreed amount to a 
recipient government for every extra child they get into school or every extra person who receives 
decent healthcare. This will give British taxpayers confidence that their aid money is buying specific 
successful outcomes. We will immediately review which of the 108 countries the Department for 
International Development currently gives aid to should continue to receive it. Our aid programme 
will be more focused and less scattergun. We will end aid to China, which has sufficient resources to 
fund its own development. 

We will increase taxpayer control over the aid budget by giving everyone in the UK a say over where 
and how some of our aid is spent. We will create a new ‘MyAid Fund’, set initially at £40 million, 
through which individual British people will be able to vote on where and how to spend aid money. 
This will increase public understanding of, interest in and support for Britain’s aid programme - and 
create a clear incentive for the Department for International Development to demonstrate and 
improve the quality and impact of its work. 

Taken together, we believe these reforms will deliver a step-change in the effectiveness of Britain’s 
international development effort. But on their own, they are not enough. Successful development 
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policy is about much more than just aid. The single most important exit from the grinding poverty 
which characterises so much of the developing world is economic growth and trade. And the biggest 
cause of that poverty is conflict and dysfunctional governance. So we will reemphasise the 
importance of private-sector led growth and wealth creation as the only path to prosperity. And we 
will do more to help poor countries put in place the building blocks of development: property rights; 
effective public services; access to global markets; stability, security and the rule of law. 

Capitalism and development was Britain’s gift to the world.  Today we have an opportunity to renew 
that gift by helping poor countries kick-start growth and development. The reward will be clear: a 
better life for millions of people, and a safer, more prosperous world for Britain. 

 

Questions that must be asked 

We think that it is important to look behind the Conservative Party’s approach and to ask some 
urgent questions about their policies in detail: 

1) Insinuations about misuse of development funds and funds being “lost to corruption” or 
“wasted or stolen”.  No one is in favour of corruption,  but do the Conservative Party have 
evidence of  systematic misuse  or are they trying to undermine support for development 
actions which has underpinned the increased priority for development in recent years and so 
prepare the ground for cuts?  

2) Setting up an independent aid Watch Dog – will this be another quango filled with the party’s 
friends in banking and business adding another layer of bureaucracy? 

3) Focus on performance, results and outcomes. Of course it is important to track money spent, 
but it is achievement of long term objectives – such as the millennium development goals that is 
central to success. Are we being offered short term, numbers based managerialism which will 
give work to consultants but do little to enhance effectiveness? 

4) My Aid Fund - Giving people a vote over where aid money goes. This suggests a grotesque 
spectacle of an x factor style competition to decide whether the cute child or the not so cute 
child gets educated. Do we really want this revolting populist possibility? 

5) There is strong emphasis on trade led development and private sector led growth with focus 
on access to global markets and property rights. Of course trade is an important aspect of the 
development environment, but are we being offered deals which will be good for multi national 
companies but not so good for locally based and sustainable employment in the poorest 
countries? 

6) No more money for China and review of other recipient countries. Of course China has a 
rapidly developing economy, but small amounts of resources can have important mutual 
benefits.  And is this a step towards cutting aid to other countries with developing economies: 
India? South Africa? 

7) Education vouchers? Elements of the Conservative Party are lobbying for the use of education 
vouchers for use in international development. The front bench are “looking into it”  This neo 
liberal,  market obsessed policy cuts across the genuine need for more investment in school 
education in many countries. Will the Tory front bench say a clear no to this ideologically driven 
scheme? 

8) Climate change and environmental issues are clearly impacting on developing countries but are 
the Conservatives going to use expenditure on climate change to cover cut backs in current 
priorities in international development. Additional money here is what is needed. Will the Tories 
do this? 
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9) Will the Conservative Party acknowledge how much has been achieved by Labour in relation 
to international development over the last 12 years and not go back to the distant history for 
examples of good practise (such as the Green Revolution)? 

10) Strengthening governance and democratic accountability is an essential building block for 
international development. Will the Tories continue with this focus or undermine this by 
working through other bodies? 

11) Lastly, was Capitalism really Britain’s gift to the world as stated in the Conservative Party’s 
policy document?  Or was it at least one of the causes of the inequalities and injustices we see 
around the world today and hence a poor starting point for development policy? 

 

What others have said….. 

 

Is there a consensus on International development?  Douglas Alexander said about the Tories at 
2009 Conference: “There is no real cross party consensus on international development in this 
country”. 

 

Education vouchers?  Kevin Watkins, director of Unesco's Global Monitoring Report on education, 
said: "This is using vulnerable people to advance an ideologically loaded, market-based vision for 
education, which would exclude millions of kids from school 

 

Cutting budgets by the back door?  Warning from campaigners over Conservative plans to rethink 
Britain's aid budget By Andrew Grice, Political Editor and Michael Savage, The Independent, July 10, 
2009 “A Tory Government could cut Britain's £9bn-a-year overseas aid budget by diverting up to 
£2bn of it to tackling climate change, aid agencies warned today” 

 

The impact of managerialism? “However, it is important that the measurement of outcomes does 
not distort funding decisions – there is a risk that short-term, micro projects get undue support 
because they are easier to evaluate than large-scale, long-term work for social change”. Melanie 
Ward, Christian Aid’s Senior UK Political Adviser.  " 

 

“ActionAid's experience in over 40 countries tells us very clearly that, rather than using scarce 
resources to develop private schools for a few children, governments and civil society groups 
should concentrate on improving the quality and quantity of state provision that is available to 
all." Claire Melamed, ActionAid 
 

Produced by Bristol West International Development Group, c/o Transport House, Victoria Street, Bristol, djbristolwlabour@aol.com 

 

 

 

 

 


