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Although very few facts have gone unchallenged in a rather untypical campaign, it is very likely 

that a United Kingdom vote on 23 June to leave the EU would negatively affect its place and 

influence in the world. The Brexit camp has been strategically quiet on concrete post-Brexit sce-

narios, while the Remain camp has warned against equally unspecific scenarios. As one of such 

perhaps less prominent post-Brexit scenarios, this paper looks into the implications for develop-

ment budgets, strategic programming and policy-making of the EU and of the UK.  

 

Brexiteers have not provided a clear position on the UK’s development policy after an exit from 

the EU. The UK’s contribution to EU development policy will likely be reallocated in two ways: 

First, the UK will increase its contributions to the World Bank and United Nations (UN) organi-

sations. Second, the UK will increase its bilateral aid programmes, which risks ‘rejuvenating’ 

postcolonial ties in the UK’s spending pattern: Brexit is also a step back in Europe’s collective 

emancipation from its colonial past. The general rhetoric on national sovereignty of the pro-

Brexit camp suggests that bilateralism with a focus on former colonies – not multilateral aid dis-

bursement - will be the dominant paradigm in a post-Brexit UK. Above all, Brexit will induce a 

great deal of uncertainty into a policy field already facing the challenge of transforming itself to 

align to a new role under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

 
Where does the UK spend its development aid? 

The UK is among the world’s most important development donors. Alongside, Norway, Sweden, 

Luxembourg and Denmark, the UK is one of just 5 nations worldwide that spend more than 

0.7% of its Gross National Income (GNI). The UK is however the only donor in this ‘elite 

group' that is a member of the G7 as per its large economy: its annual development budget 

amounts to some 15.5 billion € per year, which makes it the second-biggest donor after the USA. 

In short, the UK is a development heavyweight. 

 
Spending 15.5 billion € per year in a transparent and effective way is challenging. The UK’s De-

partment for International Development (DFID) however has limited civil service capacity. The 

government aims to reduce its number of civil servants across departments by 20% from 2010 
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numbers, which also affects DFID’s human resources (Institute for Government 2016). DFID 

therefore quite substantively relies on multilateral organisations in disbursing its development 

budget. More than two thirds of the overall budget is spent through international or multilateral 

organisations, with the World Bank receiving 33.5% of the UK’s overall development aid. The 

EU’s two main development budgets come second, with the ‘Global Europe’ budgetary envelope 

of the EU budget receiving 16.7% and the European Development Fund (EDF) 6.7% respec-

tively of the UK’s total aid. The latter is an intergovernmental fund to disburse aid to African, 

Caribbean and Pacific countries, many of which are former EU colonies, is managed in a relative-

ly similar manner to the budget instruments, with the main difference being that the European 

Parliament has no democratic scrutiny rights over the EDF. 

Table 1: Top multilateral organisation recipients of UK aid, 2014 (adapted from DFID 
2016, 48) 

Organisation Contribution in million € % of total UK aid 

International Development Association [World Bank] 2.1333 33.5 

European Commission - Global Europe envelope 1061 16.7 

European Development Fund 426.4 6.7 

Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria 370.5 5.8 

Strategic Climate Fund 356.2 5.6 

Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization  349.7 5.5 

African Development Fund 269.1 4.2 

Clean Technology Fund 145.6 2.3 

Private Infrastructure Development Group  96.2 1.5 

Central Emergency Response Fund  89.7 1.4 
 
Evidently, the UK currently relies considerably on the EU to implement its development aid. No 

less than 23.4% of its development aid is spent via the EU’s two funding arrangements. While 

other international organisations also receive considerable sums from the UK, the EU bears piv-

otal importance in how the UK currently organises its development aid. Another key difference is 

that the UK’s involvement in decision-making on EU development aid is generally much more 

detailed and ‘hands on’ compared to the other multilateral organisations listed here.  

 
Impact on the EU’s development budget 

The UK’s contributions to the EU’s development budget are provided for in the UK’s broader 

national contributions to the EU budget. Despite the UK’s infamous rebate, the UK still makes a 

significant contribution to the EU development budget compared to other EU members. As can 

be seen below, the UK provides 14.68% of the EDF and 14.25% of the Global Europe budget 

heading. By leaving the EU, the UK would take out almost 1.5 billion € per year from EU devel-
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opment budgets. Brexit would therefore lead to a considerable reduction of the EU’s develop-

ment budget. 

 
Table 2: UK contributions to European Development and Global Europe Budget head-

ing, billion € per year, 2014  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

How could the UK’s contribution to EU development budgets be reallocated? 

What would the UK do with 1.5 billion € per year that it needs to reallocate in its development 

spending? There are two main scenarios for reallocating the UK’s development contribution to 

the EU: contributions to other multilateral organisations or a bilateral reallocation of these funds. 

In addition, DFID might increase cooperation with civil society organisations and the private 

sector, but neither of these two have the absorption capacity of multilateral organisations and 

bilateral development aid. What is clear is that DFID will most certainly lack the resources to 

administrate 23.4% more funding post-Brexit. Alternative outlets are needed. 

 

An obvious and efficient outlet to reallocate the UK’s EU development contribution are multilat-

eral organisations. The UK’s large contributions would allow it to shape the governance of these 

organisations further. Disbursing aid through multilateral organisations, such as the World Bank 

and the UN organisations, would be cost-efficient as the UK does not need to administer the 

funds itself; multilateral funding therefore addresses the UK’s cuts in civil servant numbers. At 

the side of these multilateral organisations, this shift in the UK’s strategy would be a welcome 

corroboration of the general upward trend in the share of global aid being disbursed through 

multilateral organisations (OECD 2015, 41). Indeed, the latest UK aid strategy suggests such an 

increased multilateral development commitment, for example through the new £1 billion “Ross 

Fund” to tackle infectious diseases through the Global Fund (DFID 2015). Particularly as the 

UK’s actual exit from the EU following a Brexit vote might take months, the multilateral path 

will offer a quick and resource-efficient to a DFID already under strain. 

 

The second scenario of disbursing more bilateral aid is equally important. However, most of the 

UK’s current top recipients are also former UK colonies (excluding Ethiopia, South Sudan, the 

DRC and the exceptional case of Afghanistan). The UK therefore, like France, tends to favour its 

former colonies in disbursing its aid. 

 

EU overall, 
billion € 

UK contribution 
billion € 

% of total 
budget 

European Development Fund 4.35 0.64 14.68% 

EU Global Europe budget heading 7.44 1.06 14.25% 
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Table 3: Top recipients of UK bilateral aid, 2014 (adapted from DFID 2016, 48) 
Organisation Contribution in million € 

Ethiopia 322 

India 279 

Pakistan 266 

Sierra Leone 238 

Nigeria 237 

Bangladesh 208 

Afghanistan 198 

South Sudan 167 

Congo, Democratic Republic 167 

Tanzania 149 
 

It is not surprising that former colonisers entertain special relations with their former colonies. 

Such postcolonial relationships may be nurtured for a number of reasons, such as providing a 

form of reparations or continuing close socio-linguistic relations (Berthélemy 2006; Alesina and 

Dollar 2000). At the micro-social level, elites and diaspora groups also can influence aid alloca-

tion. If the UK reallocates only part of its current development aid paid through the EU along its 

current bilateral spending patterns, it would likely allocate more funds to its former colonies: this 

is both a general pattern among former colonisers and evident in the UK’s top bilateral aid recip-

ients shown above (McEwan 2008; Kapoor 2008).  

 

Of course, the UK is not alone in allocating aid selectively. The most important case in point is 

France, which is also rather selective towards its former colonies, as can be seen below. In addi-

tion, France also defined 16 “priority countries” that receive at least half of France’s development 

aid; 13 of these 16 countries are former French colonies (Ministère des Affaires étrangères et du 

Développement international 2016). Finally, France also introduced supporting the Francophonie 

around the globe as an official goal of its development assistance (Euractiv 2015).  
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Table 4: Top bilateral recipients of French aid, 2014 (adapted from OECD 2016)  
Organisation Contribution in million € 

Ivory Coast 845 

Ivory Coast 760.5 

Morocco 695.7 

China 287.1 

Myanmar 270 

Senegal 237.6 

Tunesia 232.2 

South Africa 219.6 

Viet Nam 201.6 

Mexico 169.2 
 

If the UK would indeed allocate more bilateral aid and focus on its former colonies, this would 

effectively result in a reduction of funding for EU development recipients that are not former 

UK colonies. Given the strong focus of EU development aid on Africa, particularly former 

French colonies would experience a significant decrease in European development finance, par-

ticularly so-called ‘aid orphans’ such as Chad and the Central African Republic. DFID is expected 

to announce a shift to bilateralism in 2016, even with the UK remaining in the EU (see Anders 

2016). DFID presumably will withhold its 2016 Multilateral Aid Review and the Civil Society 

Partnership Review until the Brexit vote. 

 

New EU priorities and cooperation with the UK gone 

Without the UK’s voice and purse at the table, the strategic programming of EU development 

policy can be expected to undergo a certain shift. While formally, all member states have an equal 

say in the Council of Ministers, money talks – the UK has been able to influence EU develop-

ment spending significantly through the sheer volume of its contribution. Also new Central and 

Eastern members have not challenged the development approach of old members such as the 

UK (Lightfoot and Szent-Iványi 2014). In both the EDF and the EU’s usual budget, losing a 

major contributor to the EU budget will force the remaining 27 members to reform alliances. 

Voting patterns would undoubtedly change. 

 

In all of this turmoil, it might be that France’s strengthened position in the EU without the UK 

would enable it to shift EU development spending to its former colonies, thereby compensating 

for the UK’s funds previously available. While such a French, or also German, attempt to impose 

national priorities is likely, also other countries will attempt to fill the post-Brexit void. Newer 
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EU member states will certainly oppose any strategic shift away from the Eastern neighbour-

hood. Particularly Eastern European countries, notably Poland, would be able to impose their 

thematic and geographical priorities much more. Those countries that joined the EU only fairly 

recently have struggled to find a strong position on EU development, but would certainly at-

tempt to influence the EU’s post-Brexit development strategy.  

 

Beyond funding priorities and voting patterns, a long blocked ambition of more integration-ready 

EU member state might become reality – the budgetisation of the EDF. The fund is organised as 

an intergovernmental instrument outside the EU budget, which gives member states a stronger 

say in how money is being spent while its off-budget status means that the European Parliament 

has no right of democratic scrutiny. For more than a decade, there have been repeated calls for 

the integration of the EDF into the EU budget (ODI 2012). It is likely that without a hesitant 

UK that usually maximises national sovereignty in its approach to the EU, the critical mass in 

favour of budgetisation could be reached. Budgetisation would presumably be favoured particu-

larly by weaker member states to avoid the predominance of particular national interests, as the 

integration of the EDF into the EU budget would give the European Commission a stronger 

position. 

 
The Swiss buy-in to EU development aid: no option for the UK 

There is of course a third option besides reinforced bilateral aid and reallocating funds to other 

multilateral organisation: As odd as it sounds, the UK could continue to contribute to the EU 

development budget. The debate in the pro-Brexit camp has regularly taken up the cases of 

Norway and Switzerland’s relations with the EU, such as the European Free Trade Association 

(EFTA) model. Interestingly, Switzerland also contributes to several budget lines of the EU, such 

as towards the EU’s Eastern neighbours through the “Swiss contribution to EU enlargement” of 

more than 1.3 billion € since 2008 (FDFA 2016). Both Switzerland and Norway also contribute 

to the the European Trust Fund for the Central African Republic and the Emergency Trust Fund 

for stability and addressing root causes of irregular migration and displaced persons in Africa 

(EU Trust Fund for Africa), which is 1.8 € billion strong (European Commission 2016). This 

new instrument brings together EDF, EU budget funds and also additional EU member state 

contributions, but it also welcomes third countries’ contributions. Switzerland and Norway have 

contributed a few dozen million € to the fund (European Parliament 2015). The EU’s trust funds 

are an ad-hoc instrument for bundling funds from multiple donors for specific interventions, 

which the EU was empowered to propose through the 2009 Lisbon Treaty.  
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Under a Brexit scenario, while a UK contribution to specific EU development efforts such as a 

Trust Fund is imaginable, it is unlikely that the UK would contribute to the EDF in a more struc-

tured manner. Neither Norway nor Switzerland have considered this option in the past, as the 

EDF can only receive contributions from EU member states. The fund’s governance with recipi-

ent countries is also highly institutionalized, making it difficult for third countries to have a say in 

the process. The UK is even more unlikely to contribute to the EDF, as its spending pattern is 

less need-based and more politically strategic than that of Switzerland (Berthélemy 2006). Swiss 

contributions to multilateral organisations, including some EU funding arrangements, therefore 

speak for a need-oriented, non-politicised disbursement of aid. This approach is at odds with the 

UK’s approach. 

 

Conclusion 

EU development policy is far from perfect, but its needs-based, transparent and predictable de-

livery speaks for a bundling of European development budgets. A potential Brexit would induce 

countless implications and would unwind many political certainties in the European project, far 

beyond development aid. Within the area of development however, the EU would lose financial 

and symbolic power. Development aid might come to be considered a more bilateral affair also 

for other EU member states. An EU development policy without the UK might be more prone 

to budgetise the EDF; new priorities from often marginalised newer member states would pro-

vide for an entirely new balance of powers in EU development policy. 

 

The UK’s close alignment with the EU in development cooperation after its possible exit from 

the EU is doubtful. In the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood and in ACP countries, the UK would 

lose influence. In the wake of Brexit, British postcolonial bilateral favouritism might come back 

to the fore, just as much as the UK would intensify cooperation with other multilateral develop-

ment organisations. Those favouring for the UK to stay in the EU hardly need to be convinced 

of the necessity for the UK to contribute to EU development policy. Those welcoming a Brexit 

should be reminded that the UK can play a crucial role in EU development policy in aligning 

other EU members behind itself – the UK is a leader in EU development policy. Without the 

UK, the EU would lose collective effectiveness in an increasingly crowded field. For the UK, 

Brexit would mean losing of relevance and impact in the world. 
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