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Abstract
How can the UK (re)organise its development work to optimally address the challenges
of a vastly changed development and geopolitical landscape? Noting that the (de facto)
objectives of development policy ultimately determine how and why alternative
arrangements are adopted, we assess the strengths and weaknesses of four main
organisational models and examine their trade-offs in the UK context. We discuss how
the choice of objectives informs the choice of institutional form, and how the UK’s own
arrangements have evolved with its objectives; and consider how policy coherence,
expertise, the experience of partner countries and accountability vary with different
models. Since there is no inherently superior option, the choice of institutional
structure depends on specific trade-offs that are most palatable to UK policymakers.
We conclude by outlining five key design features for any new arrangements: the clarity
of its objectives; the predictability and stability of its funding; the strategic coherence it
achieves across government; its ability to retain and develop a wide range of capabilities
(both in personnel and modes of action) and its administrative and legal basis.
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A general election looms in the UK. Roughly one year away, this suggests that now is the time that
serious consideration of final policy positions will begin, though they will be finalised only when the   respective party Manifestos are published. The ten months remaining for serious policy development is rather short. The Conservatives fired the starting gun on this with the recent publication of a White Paper on International Development,1 one which the opposition have responded to positively (at least  in terms of its contents).2

But the White Paper is silent on one of the key considerations the next Government will need
to decide on: whether the existing, merged, arrangements for foreign policy and international
development are fit for purpose. Though the ship has begun to steady somewhat, it remains battered and in serious danger of capsize after three years of near constant storms and attacks from all sides. Covid forced both cuts (due to economic contraction and hence a decline in the level of aid that
constituted 0.7 per cent of GNI) and reorganisation of the then-DFID portfolio. A merger with the
FCO announced by Boris Johnson was rapidly conceived and poorly executed.3 Any opportunity to fix  matters while at sea was lost when the Government imposed deep and rapid cuts on the department,4 forcing it to trim around one-third of its spending. Just as these cuts worked their way through the
system, the Home Office and Treasury stripped a further third or so of the budget away to pay for the costs of refugee and asylum seekers in the UK.5

Even a steady, well-functioning organisation would have struggled to navigate these storms. It is
striking, then, that senior decision-makers from all the major parties have explicitly acknowledged  that the UK’s development structures are failing and not fit for purpose, to a greater or lesser extent:

“I regard the decision to dismantle DFID as a quite extraordinary mistake. First,
it will destroy one of the most effective and respected engines of international
development in the world… it is completely unnecessary… Both the Foreign
Office and DFID work ceaselessly in Britain’s national interest, but foreign
affairs and development, while totally complementary, are not the same thing.”
—Andrew Mitchell, now Conservative minister of state for international development6

1    Foreign Commonwealth and Development Office, International Development in a Contested World: Ending Extreme Poverty and Tackling Climate Change, A White Paper on International Development (London: FCDO, 2023).
2    See this record in Hansard, of Lisa Nandy (the current Shadow Cabinet Minister for International Development),
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2023-11-21/debates/17FFF91C-74DB-43CE-8944-63A2C996C5AC/Internatio nalDevelopmentWhitePaper#contribution-ADDA47C1-71E1-410E-B1B4-FB2B94C9AFB6 .
3    See, for example Ranil Dissanayake (@scepticalranil), “Extraordinary”, Twitter, Nov 8. 2023, https://twitter.com/ scepticalranil/status/1722295471417274716 .
4    CGD’s analysis of this is collected here: https://www.cgdev.org/impacts-and-influence/shaping-uk-aid-cuts-debate.

5    Sam Hughes and Ian Mitchell, “Projections of UK-Hosted Refugees, and the Implications for the UK’s Aid Budget and Spend,” CGD Note, (London: CGD, 2022), https://www.cgdev.org/publication/projections-uk-hosted-refugees-
and-implications-uks-aid-budget-and-spend .
6    Mitchell has, since this time (he was speaking when the merger was first announced), entered Government with responsibility for the development portfolio in the merged department, and has begun restructuring it to better  implement its development responsibilities.
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“The… mismanaged merger of the FCO and DFID is causing chaos. We can’t
afford this incompetence at a moment of acute international crisis.”
—David Lammy on X (formerly Twitter), Feb 20 2022

“We’ve watched with interest what Andrew Mitchell has been doing to repair
some of the damage that was done… It remains to be seen whether the
structural changes that he’s made are sufficient to really deliver.”
—Lisa Nandy, quoted in Devex 9 Oct 2022

“[We would establish] an independent development department—not simply a
recreation of DFID in its previous form, but an independent department with
a secretary of state and fully functioning… with an absolute laser focus on the
transition towards zero poverty and zero carbon.”
—Lord Purvis, Liberal Democrat spokesperson on Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs in the House of Lords at a CGD event

The common thread across these interventions (and many more like them) is that they all suggest
that the UK’s optimal structure to address development challenges is not what was put in place by the merger as originally conceived and implemented in 2020. Yet none of them offer a wholly concrete
vision of what should replace it (Lord Purvis comes closest, but even he leaves the question of how the new department would be different to DFID unresolved).

In large part, this reflects the fact that there is no clear consensus on either what the UK should
achieve with its development policy, nor, consequently, the structure that is best positioned to
support these aims. All parties agree that the world is rather different to how it looked in 1997, when  DFID was first established: extreme poverty is no longer as widespread as it once was, though even    in places where it has been all-but-eradicated, acute material deprivation is still common; the places in which it remains endemic are often conflict-affected or captured by toxic political bargains;
development itself is less compartmentalised and there is a growing realisation that domestic policy in rich countries affects the development path of the poorer ones, especially through illicit financial  flows, migration, climate policy and the like; and in more and more places, aid has become a smaller  and less important tool in the fight for better living conditions.

How can the UK organise its development work and policy to optimally address the world of 2024?
Throughout this note we take development policy to mean not just the use of foreign aid, but the
full set of spending and policy decisions that have a direct impact on economic and social welfare

outcomes in developing countries. In this note, we assess the international context in which the
choice is being made, contrast it to previous ‘eras’ of development cooperation, and consider how the UK’s own institutional forms for development have evolved. We then set out four broad options for
the UK’s future development architecture, noting that compromises between them are also possible, and look at the experience of other countries in implementing each. We go on to assess the strengths
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