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BOOK REVIEW
DEVELOPMENT WITHOUT AID: THE DECLINE OF DEVELOPMENT AID AND THE RISE OF THE DIASPORA. By
DAVID A. PHILLIPS, ANTHEM PRESS, 2013
“Development without Aid” is a revealing and insightful book offering engaging reading. Despite its iconoclastic bent, it is
recommended both to insiders of the aid industry and to those merely interested in development. It seeks to debunk the widely
supported assumption among donors that development aid over the last 50 years has contributed significantly to growth of
beneficiary countries and made a dent on poverty. In the author’s own words, it “investigates how far the people of the poorest
and most aid-dependent countries can begin to move beyond their need for foreign aid and, thereby, assume or resume sover-
eignty over their development process.”

David Phillips, as this reviewer, is an ex-World Bank staff, and his writings reflect his bank experience. His work resonates
with that of the prolific William Easterly, also ex-bank and a critical observer of aid in general and of the bank in particular.

After offering a broad compilation of official development assistance (ODA) shortcomings and their root causes, the author
goes on to make overtures to how aid-dependent countries can break the shackles of aid addiction, seek alternative sources of
capital, and speed their development process. In essence, the way out of this dependence, according to Mr. Phillips, is by means
of harnessing indigenous financing from remittances by the poor countries diaspora and capital flows along with skills of
migrants to the developed world. While the book makes a compelling case for this escape strategy, the case made for the failure
of conventional ODA is less compelling.

The deconstruction of ODA that provides the foundation to Mr. Phillips’ advocacy of the diaspora and capital return may
appeal to readers from donor countries skeptical of foreign aid in general; however, those in the trenches of ODA may take
exception. Some might even argue that the deconstruction of ODA offered in the book is deliberately overblown to lay the
ground for the book’s central thesis of an alternative path to development.

The compilation of ODA failures starts in Chapter 2, which reviews its dimensions, highlighting its negligible volume in
aggregate terms, although proportionately large for small aid-dependent economies. The book points out that in 2010, ODA
reached $130bn, representing a mere 0.3% of donors’ national income. It shows that 70% of ODA comes from bilateral donors
and 30% from multilaterals, and that at its 50-year mark accumulated ODA was estimated at $4 trillion, covering a range of
assistance including “hardware and software.” In terms of ODA as a share of financial flows to poor countries, it shows that
starting in the early 1990s, it averaged 50% and has since decreased to 20%, as measured in 2007. Despite this steady decrease,
the number of aid agencies has increased, and aid workers are now estimated to be over 1 million, making for clearly
unproductive trends. Transaction costs of ODA, reflected in overhead costs, estimated at 6–9% yearly or a $10bn share of
ODA is high, and considerably higher in the case of the World Bank, as shown in the book. Associated with this critique
is the assertion that staff of ODA agencies is generally required to have unnecessarily high academic credentials, which
add to overhead costs with little commensurate value to ODA operations. Not mentioned is the associated benefit that the
lead aid agencies have developed by way of strong in-house development research capacity of great value to multiple
users around the world.

The book emphasizes throughout that bilateral and even multilateral ODA is driven mostly by donor countries’ geopolitical
and diplomatic interests, leading to excessive control to the detriment of recipient countries’ sovereignty. This is singled out as a
major flaw of ODA, which essentially discourages the ownership of development projects by recipients. ODA’s own funding
and disbursement mechanisms, notoriously costly which discredit recipient budget, tax, and financial systems, are offered as
an example of a form of control. Accordingly, the book lauds the recent budget support and sector-wide approaches to ODA
by both bilateral and multilateral donors, which it recognizes as empowering of recipients.

The book’s indictment of ODA raises to a higher level when it argues that in some cases, it violates the mantras coined by
Collier and Ridel of “do no harm” and “do any good” when ODA, mostly in Africa, has negligible impact on development and
in some cases even frustrates it. In terms of negligible impact, the book cites a World Bank evaluation study of its projects that
shows that “capacity building,” which replaced the old technical assistance paradigm, met serious obstacles and had little
impact. Malawi andMozambique civil service reforms are cited as examples. It also alludes to the widely accepted fragmentation,
complexity, and cross-purposes among programs and projects of the increasing multitude of donors. On the record of ODA’s
impact on growth and development, the book asserts that those poor recipient countries with the least amount of aid, such as South
Korea and Botswana, did better than those with the largest amount such as Malawi inter alia. The book estimates that ODA on
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average has added a little over 1% of growth rate to poor recipient economies, considered a negligible rate of return on ODA
investment. Furthermore, poor rates of return undermine the credibility of ODA and accelerate its demise.

In its section on Aid Relationships and its Origins, the book sheds light on factors such as incentives, motivations, and
accountability, which are essential properties in the relationship between donors and recipients. It stresses that the colonial
legacy of ODA has a great deal to do with this relationship as it was based on oppressive subordination of colonies to their
colonial masters, which translates into modern-day aid dependence. The book argues that by definition effective aid should
not create dependence. If it does, then it is not effective. The problem arises in those cases where aid delivers some value
and yet perpetuates itself, which often happens due to the lopsided way of evaluating its impact. There is a high value placed
by recipients on counterproductive consumption rather than investment opportunities that aid generates, hence its perpetuation.

Participation and ownership of aid-funded projects are widely accepted within the aid industry and advocated by Mr. Phillips
but recognized that, despite the lip service paid to it, is seldom practiced because of donor control proclivity. In this connection,
despite donor pledges to fix this among other flaws of ODA, (Paris, Accra, and Busan), the book points out that recent evidence
shows that little has been achieved. In fact it asserts that the increasing number of donors and ODA funded projects with no
coherent framework has only added to fragmentation, duplication, cross-purposes, and donor control.

On aid and democracy, the book takes a rather unique position, arguing that it may actually fuel patronage, arbitrary rule, and
corruption as it bypasses legislatures and is channeled entirely to the executive branch of recipient governments. This position
represents a leap of faith in legislatures of poor countries that may be challenged by political scientists studying governance in
these countries. It is hard to tell whether the author’s faith in the governance and development capacity of aid recipient regimes
is a matter of naiveté or wishful thinking as a companion to his faith in the promise of the “strong” indigenous financing coming
from diaspora remittances along with repatriated migrant skills and private capital flows.

Taken as a whole, this line of reasoning may be plausible and appealing to a broad audience, bringing credibility to the
book’s preference for recipient rather than donor control over ODA. However, readers familiar with ODA practice may take
exception with putting recipient governments in full control of ODA, especially if they are acquainted with the serious gaps
in governance and accountability of governments of many aid-dependent developing countries. It is precisely due to such
shortcomings that these countries need due diligence-driven ODA, especially in the capacity building and governance areas.
If recipients proved reliable in this respect, they would probably not need ODA to achieve development. In the final analysis,
ODA involves two parties: the provider of aid and the recipient of aid, in a relationship of unequals with significant power
differentials where collaboration is possible and desirable but where perfect partnership is not realistic and potentially misleading.
Accountability of aid providers to their constituencies requires them to remain in control of aid funded by tax payers. Given the
author’s idealistic posture, he clearly does not subscribe to this reasoning.

The book closes with two very fitting chapters: “Another Pathway out of Poverty” and “Exit Strategy: Replacing Foreign
Assistance” that lay out the basis for the promise held by diaspora remittances and private flow of funds with their alleged
advantages over ODA. In Chapter 7, the author summarizes his thesis by stating that the pathway to development requires
“moving away from aid for national capacity building and towards aid for remittances.” This thesis is not tantamount to full
rejection of ODA but suggests strong advocacy for its sharp refocusing and repackaging capable of moving the pursuit of
development beyond ODA. In the postscript, the author goes even further by recommending that the next OECD-DAC
sponsored forum should be dedicated to discussing how to assist poor countries “to constructively disengage from development
aid and mobilize indigenous resources at home and abroad.”
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