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Abstract

This policy outlook outlines seven ways that the Education for All-Fast Track Initiative (FTI) needs to evolve so 
that it can more effectively and consistently address the education needs of fragile and confl ict-affected states. 
It builds on the analysis and general recommendations outlined for FTI reform in the UNESCO 2010 Global 
Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2010), the independent FTI Mid-Term Evaluation (Cambridge Education, Mo-
koro Ltd. and Oxford Policy Management, 2009a) including the specifi c working paper focusing on fragile states 
(Dom, 2009), Oxfam’s recent briefi ng note (Oxfam, 2010), a paper produced by the Center for Global Devel-
opment (Bermingham, 2010), as well as work undertaken more generally on the role of donors in supporting 
education in fragile and confl ict-affected states (Brannelly, Ndaruhutse and Rigaud, 2009; and Save the Children, 
2009). However, this policy outlook focuses specifi cally on how any reform of the FTI needs to address the 
particular constraints it faces in providing effective support to fragile and confl ict-affected states, rather than 
looking more generally at the overall reform needs of the FTI (although some of these issues are overlapping). 

The seven recommendations to the FTI Board of Directors are:

Create an inclusive “one process, one fund” model by adopting a continuum approach that 
meets countries where they are, utilizing the Progressive Framework. Allocate funding based on 
need and reward good performance based on progress against mutually agreed, context-specifi c 
outcomes.

Make the FTI’s Catalytic Fund a fi nancial intermediary fund that is independent of 
World Bank procedures in order to improve aid effectiveness of the fund; to increase the abil-
ity to use modalities that can support recurrent costs; and to ensure appropriate, predictable and 
fl exible support for fragile and confl ict-affected states where the World Bank may not have country-
level presence.

Adopt a clear approach and guidelines for working with the best-fi t-for-progress 
partner at country level. While this will be the government in the majority of cases, in some 
fragile and confl ict-affected states where it is not feasible to work in and through government sys-
tems, this may need to be others such as local government, international fi nancial and education 
management agents, and non-state actors. The FTI should draw on good practice from the global 
health funds and their work with a range of partners at country level.

Develop a roster of potential supervising entities that work in fragile and confl ict-affected 
states in order to increase fl exibility with respect to having the best partner at country level act as 
supervisor of funds and thus be able to support recurrent and capital costs.

Attract a larger group of existing bilateral and multilateral donors as well as the 
private sector and foundations to provide signifi cant additional volumes of aid to a revamped 
FTI that can support the sizeable education needs of fragile and confl ict-affected states where there 
is often a very scarce or non-existent bilateral presence that can be scaled up.

Support Local Education Groups to play a stronger role through early, frequent and 
long-term dialogue with country-level actors to both develop and implement their 
country-specifi c capacity development activities through a comprehensive and integrated 
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approach to capacity development, with implementation support being particularly critical for 
education sector development in fragile and confl ict-affected states. Diversify the providers of tech-
nical assistance beyond the World Bank and align capacity development support with other support 
being received through the FTI and other donors.

Expand the scope of the FTI to allow support of the whole education sector, permit-
ting each country to identify which strategies, levels and types of education should be prioritized. 
This is particularly important in fragile and confl ict-affected states where youth can often miss out 
on educational opportunities. Not harnessing youth potential in a positive way could have a negative 
impact on future economic growth, social development and stability. 

If the pending reform of the FTI does not address the issues affecting fragile and confl ict-affected states outlined 
in this policy outlook, the FTI will not be able to evolve into the credible international aid architecture for edu-
cation that it desires to be.

7.



4

Introduction and context

The Education for All-Fast Track Initiative (FTI) was launched in 2002 as a global partnership toward the goal of 
achieving education for all (EFA). Working with donor and developing countries, international institutions and 
civil society, the FTI sought to coordinate action at the country level and to mobilize in-country bilateral donors 
(and later pooled funding) in order to deliver external support for “credible” education sector plans. In its initial 
selection of eligible countries, the FTI focused primarily on high-performing, low-income countries that could 
be put on the “fast track” to achieving universal primary education.1 

With this focus on “good performers,” the FTI was not initially designed to meet the needs of fragile and con-
fl ict-affected states. Despite a growing willingness to include these countries, many structural obstacles have 
made this effort uneven and fragmented, slow and at times non-functional, and ultimately not effective at consis-
tently delivering aid at country level. It has struggled to reconcile its initial form with an expanding demand to 
include these countries. While the FTI was never meant to be equated merely with fi nancing and access to fund-
ing from the Catalytic Fund, the reality for many recipient countries is that the fi nancing element is what they 
see as a key motivation for their involvement. Furthermore, as no other global education initiative has emerged 
to cover the countries that did not meet the FTI’s initial standards, the moral obligation to fi nd a way to support 
these countries has largely fallen to the FTI. While some fragile and confl ict-affected states have been endorsed 
by their local donor group and supported fi nancially by the FTI’s Catalytic Fund, many of these countries are on 
the more resilient end of the fragility/confl ict continuum (such as Cambodia and Rwanda which are generally 
regarded as having successfully emerged from confl ict; or Cameroon, Ethiopia and Kenya which are regarded as 
reasonably stable). Countries that are far less resilient and experiencing greater levels of fragility, such as Zimba-
bwe and Myanmar, may have received some initial support for capacity development, but do not currently have 
a path toward endorsement or access to the Catalytic Fund. Those countries that fall between the two extremes 
of the continuum have had uneven experiences, often with high transactions costs, such as Liberia. 

“Not only is the FTI losing legitimacy externally due to the length of time during which the [Education 
Transition Fund] has been ‘imminent,’ but if a ‘solution for fragile states’ is to make an impact on the 
MDGs, time is running out before 2015. There is a risk that donors will lose patience and will decide 
to channel funding through alternative mechanisms if progress is not made.” (Cambridge Education et 
al., 2009b: 224)

As the FTI Board of Directors2 now considers how the initiative should strategically evolve to address the fi nd-
ings of an independent mid-term evaluation and other external pressures to reform development assistance3, 
it will be looking closely at how to approach fragile and confl ict-affected states. Given the demonstrated need 
for increased and sustained educational support in many of these countries, it is clear that the next generation 
of the global education initiative should build upon successful elements of the existing FTI while leveraging and 
aligning bilateral and multilateral donor resources to support country-driven education reform in least-devel-
oped, fragile and confl ict-affected states. In addition, it should be done through one fund with one process rather 
than a separate approach for fragile and confl ict-affected states, as there are obvious disadvantages of having two 
separate funds, potentially managed under parallel structures, with questions regarding to which fund countries 
should apply.4 
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As detailed in our complementary policy outlook, Education’s Hardest Test: Scaling up Financing in Fragile and 
Confl ict-Affected States, children living in countries affected by confl ict, fragility5 or emergencies are less likely to 
enrol, continually participate and complete their basic schooling than their peers living in more stable countries. 
Save the Children (2009) estimates that more than half of the world’s out-of-school population (a total of 40 
million children) live in these contexts.6 

The international donor community has not adequately funded education in fragile and confl ict-affected states. 
Despite being home to as many as half of the world’s out-of-school children and carrying over half of the fi nanc-
ing gap, these countries only receive one quarter of basic education aid (Save the Children, 2009). Moreover, 
there is great disparity in external development funding apparent across these countries: while Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and Sudan each have a substantial number of children out of school, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC) and Eritrea have also demonstrated great need. However, since they do not currently represent 
the same level of global geopolitical importance for donors, they receive a fraction of the external education 
fi nancing. 

This disconnect between educational need and geopolitical forces is one of the core reasons why a multilateral 
global education initiative has an essential role to play in ensuring that fragile and confl ict-affected states are not 
left out of the global education architecture and, more importantly, that the children living in these countries 
have access to a quality education. While over the last several years the FTI has made a clear effort to include 
countries in these contexts, its current form prevents it from doing so effectively. 

Promising FTI falls short for fragile and conflict-affected 

states

Because of the form set up at its founding, including its eligibility requirements, organizational structure and 
funding processes, the FTI initially was not in a strong position to work with those countries that had insuffi cient 
capacity and/or willingness to develop a credible sector plan or scale up the delivery of education services. By 
2005, however, a consensus had emerged that the FTI must develop an approach to working with these countries 
and the FTI has shown a growing willingness to include them. Despite this desire, the FTI’s structural obstacles 
have made progress toward incorporating these countries into an expanded FTI slow and the FTI Partnership 
has not yet been able to fully deliver on that intention in a way that furthers the goal of effective aid.7 

Some fragile and confl ict-affected states have been FTI-endorsed and then supported by the Catalytic Fund. 
In general, these countries are toward the more resilient/less fragile end of the fragility/confl ict continuum. 
Countries such as Cambodia, Rwanda and Timor Leste are generally considered to have successfully come out 
of confl ict and are now relatively stable. Moving toward the less resilient/more fragile end of the spectrum, 
some countries have received capacity development funds through the Education Program Development Fund 
(EPDF), but none of these grants intended to help develop an education strategy have translated into endorsed 
sector plans and countries such as Zimbabwe and Myanmar have no current plans for endorsement, although 
this may also refl ect their lack of demand for additional support from the FTI.
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The most promising step toward including fragile and confl ict-affected states as a whole into an expanded FTI 
emerged during the September 2008 Steering Committee meeting, when donors and UNICEF were tasked 
with developing an Education Transition Fund (ETF). This additional pooled fund would be managed by UNI-
CEF and included initial contributions from the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Spain, Australia and the 
European Union. However, these discussions were discontinued in July 2009 when the stakeholders’ different 
expectations for the various roles and responsibilities within the fund could not be reconciled. The collapse of 
the prolonged negotiations was perhaps the most notable set-back in this process and again illustrated how the 
form of the FTI could not match its aspirations for function, including a lack of institutional independence and 
the inability to “speak with one voice” as the FTI Partnership in high-level negotiations, rather than as separate 
FTI partners (Cambridge Education et al., 2009a). 

The drawn-out process to develop a systematic approach for these countries has resulted in an uneven process 
and high transaction costs for those countries that can least afford them.8 For example, Liberia’s Ministry of 
Education, in recovery after more than a decade of civil war, developed a strategic policy document accompa-
nied by a one-year implementation plan that the FTI endorsed in 2007. However, the Catalytic Fund Committee 
denied its proposal for funding citing large gaps in the data, leaving the government without another funding 
option within the FTI process (Bermingham, 2009: 20-21). Eventually, the UNICEF-managed Education Pooled 
Fund was established with US$17 million (US$12 million from the Netherlands and US$5 million from the 
Open Society Institute) and has demonstrated success with quick disbursement.9 However, no other donor has 
come forward to contribute to this multi-donor trust fund10, and Liberia’s current estimated need is close to 
US$70 million, leaving recent progress at risk of fl at-lining and even backsliding (UNESCO, 2010).

Key challenges to address and the way forward for fragile 

and conflict-affected states 

Key challenge 1: the tension in FTI’s mandate

Fragility/Conflict Continuum

Less Resilient/More Fragile More Resilient/Less Fragile

Recommendation 1: Create an inclusive “one process, one fund” model by adopting a continuum 
approach that meets countries where they are, utilizing the Progressive Framework. Allocate funding based on 
need, but reward good performance based on progress against mutually agreed, context-specifi c outcomes. 
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Context
FTI’s fi ve guiding principles – country ownership, benchmarking, support linked to performance, lower trans-
action costs and transparency – strongly relate to aid effectiveness (FTI Secretariat, 2004). Its focus on high 
performing countries that could be put on the “fast-track” to achieving the education Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) has been seen as an embodiment of the international aid effectiveness principles that prioritize 
aid for good performers, as it is likely to be used more effi ciently and effectively. This is particularly the case if 
the most aligned modality, budget support, is used. 

Challenge
The tension is that those states with some of the greatest educational needs are often fragile and confl ict-af-
fected and amongst the poorest performers for whom budget support is not really an option due to high levels 
of fi duciary risk. In addition, the Paris and Accra principles on aid effectiveness are far from easy to apply in their 
fullness in many of these contexts, although the Accra Agenda for Action (OECD, 2008) does acknowledge the 
need for the adaptation of aid effectiveness principles in contexts of weak capacity and legitimacy. Thus, there 
is a tension between the aid effectiveness agenda which the FTI seeks to support, and its need to work in more 
diffi cult environments. As Bermingham (2009: 21) argues: “This tension – despite the best efforts of many FTI 
partners – remains unresolved.” 

The exclusion of these countries begins with the two basic requirements for FTI endorsement: a poverty reduc-
tion strategy (PRSP or its equivalent) and a credible education sector plan that has been certifi ed by the group 
of in-country donors. Those fragile and confl ict-affected states that the FTI has supported have generally been 
those at the more resilient11 end of the fragility/confl ict continuum and those which have had the capacity to 
develop a credible education sector plan and a national poverty reduction strategy. A credible national education 
sector plan is expected to address key constraints to accelerating progress toward universal primary educa-
tion and to situate those priorities within the broader education sector. Such a comprehensive plan requires a 
high-level of technical capacity and active participation from important stakeholders, which may be diffi cult to 
achieve in some less resilient fragile and confl ict-affected states. 

Way forward
If the FTI is going to support all countries through one fund with one process, then it will need to move away 
from the more prescriptive Indicative Framework and instead adopt an approach that supports countries along 
the continuum of development, where tools like the Progressive Framework can be utilized to guide dialogue 
within countries over time to develop context-specifi c credible interim or full education sector plans. This 
approach recognizes that fragile and confl ict-affected states sit on a continuum with good performers seen as 
showing great resilience at one end of the spectrum and countries that are collapsing due to emergencies, natu-
ral disasters, confl ict or political tensions at the opposite, least resilient end with a whole spectrum of countries 
that sit somewhere between the two extremes. 

Based on this continuum approach and supporting countries along the Progressive Framework, good perfor-
mance can be measured according to progress from the country’s specifi c baseline context. Funding can be al-
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located according to need, but rewarding good performance based on progress against mutually agreed context-
specifi c outcomes. Recognizing that different countries are at different places along the continuum will mean 
that a mixture of supervising entities, and more fl exible aid modalities and aid management arrangements may 
well be needed according to country context to support the transition toward greater resilience and develop-
ment in a way that ensures the effectiveness of aid. 

The way forward suggested here differs from the one previously considered by the FTI Secretariat when explor-
ing the Education Transition Fund, and then proposed as one of two options to a new FTI Task Team (Scanteam, 
2010). Those proposals focused on two separate funds – one for good performers that corresponds to the gold 
standard and another for fragile and confl ict-affected states that relates to interim status. Having two windows 
or funds could lead to perverse incentives and make it diffi cult for countries to decide which fund is most ap-
propriate to apply to for fi nances. However, more fundamentally, having a two-fund approach does not resolve 
the tension between the FTI’s mandate of supporting the aid effectiveness agenda and the increasing need to 
work in more diffi cult environments.

Key challenge 2: management of the FTI’s Catalytic Fund

Context
In July 2008, the World Bank changed its procedures regarding Bank-managed trust funds in an attempt to 
reduce the risk of misuse of funds. This change required Catalytic Fund allocations to use one of the following 
two modalities: an investment operation (IO), which is effectively a project form that follows World Bank pro-
cedures but can support recurrent and development costs;12 and a development policy operation (DPO), which 
is a budget support modality that can be earmarked and whose release depends on prior actions (Cambridge 
Education et al., 2009c: 17). The quick disbursing operation (QDO) that could be harmonized and aligned to an 
extent with national procedures and used prior to 2008 was no longer permitted. Without the QDO as an avail-
able modality, it became more diffi cult to support pooled funds that were harmonized and aligned with national 
systems but did not follow the specifi c World Bank procedures (Cambridge Education et al., 2009c: 15-16).

Challenge
This procedural change requiring that all trust fund arrangements in which the World Bank is the supervising 
entity (currently all but two countries) must follow internal fi nancial management and procurement procedures 
has undermined country-level harmonization and alignment efforts amongst donors in many FTI countries and 
has also caused signifi cant disbursement delays during 2008 and 2009.13 Where Catalytic Fund operations were 
planning to use existing analysis or fi nancial arrangements at country level, if the World Bank had not already 

Recommendation 2: Make the FTI’s Catalytic Fund a fi nancial intermediary fund that is inde-
pendent of World Bank procedures in order to improve aid effectiveness of the fund; to improve the 
ability to use modalities which can support recurrent costs; and to ensure appropriate, predictable and fl exible 
support for fragile and confl ict-affected states where the World Bank may not have country-level presence.
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pre-approved these arrangements, then additional analysis and appraisal work had to be carried out according to 
World Bank procedures before money could be disbursed (Bermingham, 2009: 12). 

Delays have been occurring between aid allocation decisions and disbursements, mostly in the stage between 
making the allocation decision and offi cially signing the grant. In the case of Sierra Leone, this latter delay ap-
proached 1.5 years with the country having to wait a further 6 months before receiving its fi rst disbursement 
(FTI Secretariat, 2008; FTI Secretariat, 2009a). It is fair to note that by the end of 2009, disbursement lags had 
diminished to 9 percent for grants approved since May 2007 and 12 percent for grants approved prior to May 
2007, though the latter fi gure had been as high as 50 percent (FTI Secretariat, 2009a).

Counter to the FTI’s intention to follow aid effectiveness approaches, this recent decision by World Bank man-
agement has actually showed examples that are a step backwards from the principles outlined in Paris and Accra. 
This has taken some countries further from harmonization and alignment, increasing transaction costs and the 
unpredictability of aid.

Way forward
The Catalytic Fund has the potential to be an important multilateral pooled mechanism in those fragile and 
confl ict-affected states where there are few bilateral education donors with presence at country level. However, 
for it to be effective at committing and disbursing signifi cantly larger volumes of aid, a critical step forward is 
for the Catalytic Fund to become a fi nancial intermediary fund (FIF) at the World Bank, as is the arrangement 
for several major multi-donor trust funds, including the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, 
the GAVI Alliance, the Global Environment Facility, the Carbon Fund, and the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 
Initiative.14 In these arrangements, the World Bank provides specifi c administrative and fi nancial services as the 
trustee responsible for investment management but with a limited fi duciary and operational role. This option 
would create a more balanced trade-off between balancing the risk of misuse of funds and corruption with the 
risk of paralysis due to complex procedures. It will improve its ability to put into practice aid effectiveness prin-
ciples in fragile and confl ict-affected states and to be able to use aid modalities which can support recurrent costs 
in an appropriate and fl exible way in contexts where the World Bank may not have active country presence. 

Key challenge 3: focusing on national governments as the main 

interlocutors and states as operational units

Context
Recommendation 3: Adopt a clear approach and guidelines for working with the best-fi t-for-
progress partner at country level. While this will be the government in the majority of cases, in some 
fragile and confl ict-affected states where it is not feasible to work in and through government systems, this 
may need to be others such as local government, international fi nancial and education management agents, 
and non-state actors. The FTI should draw on good practice from the global health funds and their work with 
a range of actors at country level.
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The FTI works with national governments as the main interlocutors, especially since governments and the use 
of national systems are the main focal points in the present aid paradigm outlined in the Paris Declaration (OECD, 
2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action (OECD, 2008). 

Challenge
In contexts with either contested or extremely weak national governments, the central government is unlikely 
to be able to successfully lead or engage in the FTI process. Moreover, since budget support through national 
systems is likely to present too great a fi duciary risk, a project grant managed under World Bank procedures 
is the most probable modality, even though it is the least harmonized and aligned way to deliver aid, and one 
through which it is not possible to support recurrent costs.

Working exclusively with national authorities also makes it diffi cult to do cross-border work. This is a fl aw in the 
form of the FTI that particularly affects fragile and confl ict-affected states, where the educational needs of refu-
gee populations are often best supported through consortia of state and non-state actors to ensure both refugees 
and returnees have their education needs broadly met. With tens of millions of displaced children and youth and 
given that the average time spent in refugee camps is now 17 years, it is clear that these refugees cannot simply 
be left out of the global education architecture pending their repatriation (Women’s Commission, 2004). 

Way forward
In those contexts where it is not feasible to work with and through government systems, the FTI needs to evolve 
its ways of operating to determine how best to work with other stakeholders such as local governments (as has 
been done by various non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in places like the DRC and Afghanistan) or even 
looking at engaging with non-state actors. This is not a new idea as such, and has been mooted by Brannelly, 
Ndaruhutse and Rigaud (2009) and Dom (2009) as well as in earlier documents (Magill, 2006). However, often 
partners could interpret that it is an either/or situation: either governments or NGOs, without thought about 
some other portfolio approach. The latter is important if the FTI is to consider disbursing sizeable sums to 
fragile and confl ict-affected states, since many NGOs may have diffi culty implementing national-scale programs 
with large annual budgets. 

Thus, a two-fold approach is needed that fi rstly builds on good practice where NGOs have worked in consortia 
such as the Partnership for Advancing Community Education Program in Afghanistan or the Joint Initiative in 
Zimbabwe; and that secondly trials innovative approaches such as education and fi nancial management agents 
partnering with civil society organizations that work alongside local and national government where possible to 
implement larger scale education reform. 

To do this will require the principles of ownership, alignment and harmonization to be interpreted more loosely 
and applied somewhat differently than they have been thus far; this reform of current practice is something rec-
ognized in the Accra Agenda for Action (OECD, 2008) and in the Principles for Good International Engagement in Fragile 
States and Situations (OECD, 2007) but not yet fully refl ected in the way the FTI does business at country level. 
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Key challenge 4: supporting recurrent costs 

Context
While the option of using alternative supervising entities to the World Bank for the management of Catalytic 
Fund allocations at country level is permitted – which would give greater fl exibility in the choice of funding 
modality and the ability to support recurrent costs – the reality is that there has been some resistance to imple-
menting this option. Only in 2009 did the FTI decide to do this with the Netherlands as the supervising entity 
in Zambia and UNICEF as the supervising entity in Madagascar (FTI Secretariat, 2009a). 

Challenge
While the decline in disbursement rates outlined under key challenge 2 is not particular only to fragile and 
confl ict-affected states, delays have been exacerbated in countries without a major World Bank presence. This 
is a critical issue in those countries at the least resilient end of the fragility/confl ict continuum, where budget 
support is not an option and long-term fi nancing of a recurrent nature is urgently needed. Since the application 
of the new procedures, three fragile states have been supported by the Catalytic Fund – the Central African Re-
public, Rwanda and Timor Leste, with two others – Haiti and Nepal – having been granted funds in December 
2009. Of these, the Catalytic Fund has used a DPO in Rwanda and Nepal to provide sector budget support to 
already-established donor pooled funds.15 In the remaining countries, an IO was used in project form. 

It is only just over one year ago that FTI agreed upon its fi rst budget support decisions for Burkina Faso and 
Rwanda and a month since an allocation was agreed for Nepal, showing that the FTI does not yet have a track 
record of being able to support recurrent costs in a serious and sustained way. Going forward, this will affect 
a signifi cant number of countries at the less resilient end of the fragility/confl ict continuum who do not have 
active World Bank IDA programs, and yet are either scheduled for endorsement during 2010 (e.g. Chad and Su-
dan) or who might want to join the FTI in the future (e.g. Myanmar, Somalia and Zimbabwe where World Bank 
programs have been suspended for some time).16 These countries have a much greater need for the provision of 
long-term predictable aid that supports recurrent costs as well as development costs given the existence of lim-
ited national resources to fi nance education and the low presence of bilateral or multilateral donors at country 
level that can scale up provision directly.

Way forward
This underlines the importance of exploring a range of different supervising entities according to country con-
text including looking at ways these supervising entities can readily support recurrent costs, as budget support 
may not be appropriate in some of these contexts. However, this will require innovation and some risk since the 
limited existing cases have not yet been tested, meaning that the FTI has little experience to date of working 
with other supervising entities.

Recommendation 4: Develop a roster of potential supervising entities that work in fragile and 
confl ict-affected states in order to have more fl exibility with respect to having the best partner at country 
level act as supervisor of funds and be able to support recurrent as well as capital costs.
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The FTI and Local Education Groups (LEGs) will need to strongly consider alternative supervising entities in-
cluding international fi nancial and education management agents as well as NGOs in fragile and confl ict-affected 
states so as to have greater fl exibility in being able to support recurrent costs in a way that minimizes undermin-
ing government ownership. 

Challenge 5: Scaling up resources and attracting new donors to a 

revamped FTI

Context
In its foundational Framework Document, fi nance was listed as one of the four main gaps to achieving universal 
primary education and was therefore an integral part of the initiative’s goals (FTI Secretariat, 2004). In its earli-
est stages, the FTI conjectured that in-country donors and national governments would both scale up their fi -
nancing of basic education following the endorsement of a national education plan. In countries without existing 
in-country donors (“donor orphans”), the Catalytic Fund was intended to provide small amounts of short-term 
fi nancing that would be used to highlight the endorsement of the national education sector plan, provide an op-
portunity to demonstrate good performance, and hopefully lead to increased support through both bilateral and 
other multilateral channels (Cambridge Education et al., 2009a). Neither of these fi nancing scenarios has played 
out as expected. The mid-term evaluation concluded that global evidence does not suggest that the FTI has had 
a large positive effect on the level of either external or domestic fi nancing for education. International aid com-
mitments have generally stagnated over the last several years and domestic expenditures are largely attributed 
to GDP growth in those countries (Cambridge Education et al., 2009a). 

Compared to the health sector, where there are several large-scale global funds and initiatives (e.g. the GAVI 
Alliance, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria and the US President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief), the education sector, including through the FTI, has not managed to galvanize nearly the same 
political and fi nancial support internationally for education (see also Steer and Wathne, 2009).

Challenge
If the FTI is to focus seriously on supporting fragile and confl ict-affected states, it has an urgent need to scale 
up its resources. These countries form a signifi cant part of the fi nancing gap – for example UNESCO (2010) 
estimates that just 20 confl ict-affected countries represent 41 percent of the annual external fi nancing require-
ments and it is recommended in our companion policy outlook Education’s Hardest Test: Scaling up Aid in Fragile and 
Confl ict-Affected States that at least 50 percent of all basic education aid is committed to and disbursed in fragile 
and confl ict-affected states by 2011 since these countries include a much larger group than the 20 countries in 
UNESCO (2010). 

Recommendation 5: Attract a larger group of existing bilateral and multilateral donors as 
well as the private sector and foundations to provide signifi cant additional volumes of aid to a re-
vamped FTI that can support the sizeable education needs of fragile and confl ict-affected states where there is 
often a very scarce or non-existent bilateral presence that can be scaled up. 
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There are three donors – the Netherlands, Spain and the U.K. – currently providing the bulk of the support for 
the FTI, with little pledged beyond a year or two ahead. In 2008, there were signed pledges of US$389 million 
with only US$26 million pledged for 2011 (FTI Catalytic Fund Interim Status Report April 2009 cited in UNESCO, 
2010: 259). This means that the FTI faces an enormous challenge in terms of scaling up and in addition will be 
constrained in offering longer-term fi nancial commitments (and disbursements) to partner countries unless 
there is signifi cant change in the provision of adequate and reliable replenishments and forward planning from 
donors.

With developing countries utilizing planning cycles that typically last 3-5 years and sometimes ten years, there 
is a real need for 5-10 year donor commitments and a regular replenishment mechanism, learning from the suc-
cess of the global health funds. However, donors face an incentive challenge currently. With FTI having disburse-
ment challenges even before the change in World Bank procedures, there is little incentive to persuade them to 
commit even larger volumes of funding to the FTI. Despite this, during 2009, the FTI Secretariat set up a Task 
Team on Replenishment of the EFA-Fast Track Initiative, which has put forward an ambitious plan to mobilize 
initially US$1.2 billion for 18 months from 2009, building up to nearly three times that amount for 2011-2012 
if the most ambitious option is chosen (FTI Secretariat, 2009b). This is a tremendous challenge given than the 
initial plan to fi nd US$1.2 billion during 2009-2010 would require a tripling of the FTI’s current annual funding 
and for this to take place at a time when much of the world is still feeling the effects of the global recession. 

Way forward
Bilateral and multilateral donors in addition to the three core donors of the FTI (the Netherlands, Spain and the 
U.K.) need to be galvanized into action. In addition, the FTI needs to be serious about diversifying its resources 
and attracting new donors including the large foundations and private sector companies to provide funding 
through a revamped FTI. Previous efforts to attract the corporate sector have generally been limited to small-
scale, local-level capacity building initiatives rather than a global initiative to attract serious levels of new fi nanc-
ing from the private sector. However, the FTI Partnership has begun to pursue ways to engage with new donors, 
including emerging economies and the private sector, and has engaged recently in numerous in-person visits by 
the FTI Chair to donor governments and private foundations. Even greater action by the whole partnership is 
needed and there is signifi cant knowledge to be learned from the health sector where currently almost 50 per-
cent of all international aid from private sources is being invested (Marten and Witte, 2008). 

The annual budgets of the leading global health funds (greater even than the ambitious proposed replenishment 
of the FTI)17 show that partnering with the private sector and galvanizing more aid is achievable for the FTI if 
coupled with the right vision casting and rebranding. This would enable the FTI to target a sizeable percentage 
of its resources to fragile and confl ict-affected states whose needs constitute over 50 percent of the estimated 
external fi nancing gap for low-income countries. All members of the FTI Partnership need to work together on 
this challenge. A more stable replenishment mechanism with longer-term commitments would allow the FTI 
Secretariat and developing countries to plan ahead and would decrease the need to go back to donor partners for 
additional funds on an annual basis. This would increase the effi ciency and effectiveness of those donor dollars. 
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Challenge 6: Capacity development and credible national educa-

tion sector plans

Context
In the FTI’s initial development, capacity was identifi ed as one of the four major gaps at the country-level im-
pacting achievement of EFA. The FTI process was intended to help close that gap through upstream technical 
support and the endorsement of education sector plans that would identify country-specifi c capacity constraints 
and develop strategies to address them (FTI Secretariat, 2004).18 

The multi-donor EPDF was established in 2004 with four core objectives: 1) to help countries to develop educa-
tion sector plans; 2) to develop capacity for plan implementation; 3) to monitor and evaluate knowledge shar-
ing; and 4) to strengthen donor partnerships around national education sector plans (FTI Secretariat, 2005). The 
mid-term evaluation found that while the EPDF has provided useful technical support, which has improved the 
quality of education sector plans, a lack of awareness of the fund outside the World Bank means that the oppor-
tunity to build capacity in many countries has been missed (Cambridge Education et al., 2009a). Furthermore, 
due in large part to the separate funding structures of the EPDF and the Catalytic Fund, capacity development 
has focused primarily on assistance with plan preparation, with far less attention focused on the continuum of 
capacity development needs during implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 

Challenge
The notion of a “light-touch” Secretariat has meant that direct technical assistance from the initiative has been 
extremely limited. Without a robust central bureaucracy, the FTI depends on its partners working at country 
level to provide the technical assistance necessary to develop and implement a credible education sector plan. In 
countries where the local donor group may be small or otherwise focused on other sectors, education may be 
overlooked. Furthermore, because fragile and confl ict-affected states often experience weaker levels of security, 
economic opportunity, legitimacy and/or political will, capacity development has an elevated importance in 
these contexts. In the case of education, these countries may lack the capacity necessary for developing credible 
sector plans that address existing capacity gaps. Since such countries pose higher fi duciary risks for donors, there 
is an increased focus on investments that deliver immediate and quantifi able results, which does not align well 
with the longer-term vision of sustainable capacity development. 

The mid-term evaluation’s case study of Yemen illustrates some of the shortcomings of the FTI’s capacity build-
ing approach, particularly in a context where capacity and/or political will may be especially weak. Despite 

Recommendation 6: Support LEGs to play a stronger role through early, frequent and long-
term dialogue with country-level actors to both develop and implement their country-spe-
cifi c capacity development activities through a comprehensive and integrated approach to capacity 
development, with implementation support being particularly critical for education sector development in 
fragile and confl ict-affected states. Diversify the providers of technical assistance beyond the World Bank and 
align capacity development support with other support being received through the FTI and other donors.
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being the second largest recipient of EPDF funds, the full impact on capacity in Yemen has been questioned. 
Successful outcomes from EPDF-funded studies included evidence for the persistence of a gender gap, the 
importance of demand-side policies, and the social benefi ts of female literacy. However, two of the primary 
obstacles to scaling up capacity and will to improve the education sector were actually challenges faced by the 
public sector more generally: 1) long-term fi scal sustainability and 2) a weak civil service sector vulnerable to 
political patronage. Addressing these issues means taking on systems that are broader than the education sector 
and therefore need to be tackled through a holistic approach that leverages simultaneous and related work in 
other sectors in order to make sustainable progress that will positively affect the education sector (Abdulmalik, 
Duret and Jones, 2009).

Even though records show that more than 80 countries have received EPDF funding, many LEGs have expressed 
a lack of awareness of the EPDF, demonstrating that these activities may be fairly separate and unaligned with 
other educational activities. Furthermore, fewer than half of these EPDF recipients have endorsed sector plans.19 
Thus, while the concept of the EPDF to provide support to countries prior to endorsement aligns with the 
emerging desire to include fragile and confl ict-affected states, modest short-term support for planning does not 
adequately address the chronic challenges that these countries face. Much like the argument for funding recur-
rent costs in these countries, capacity development must also take a long-term approach. 

Way forward
Stronger, sustained attention to capacity development should go hand-in-hand with the objective of developing a 
credible national education sector plan. The FTI Partnership has already acknowledged the need for an expanded 
process that meets countries where they are and provides the necessary interim support to build toward the 
development of a full plan and its implementation. Both the fi ndings in the mid-term evaluation and the content 
of the proposed restructuring of the EPDF, the re-titled Policy and Capacity for Education (PACE) program, 
highlight the key characteristics that should be part of the FTI’s reformed approach to capacity development. 
Building upon the movement toward a single fund with a single process, the fi nancial and technical support pro-
vided through the FTI should be closely integrated such that funds for capacity development – whether for plan 
preparation and endorsement or program implementation – should be continuous, predictable and long-term. 
In order to uphold a country-driven approach, LEGs should be supported to play a stronger role in design-
ing and implementing their country-specifi c activities, giving countries increased ownership and management 
responsibility over their own capacity development activities. Particularly in the case of fragile and confl ict-af-
fected states, a choice of providers is essential. Moreover, countries that do not have a strong World Bank pres-
ence should not be left without a means to build capacity. An expanded and more robust approach to capacity 
development should include early, frequent and long-term engagement with country-level actors to develop a 
strategy that is informed by existing data on the current gaps and addresses that country’s most pressing issues. 
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Challenge 7: the narrow focus on primary education

Context 
Even though 189 countries signed up to the six EFA goals in Dakar in 2000, the subsequent global attention on 
the two MDGs for education has downgraded international ambition and narrowed the focus from universal 
quality education for all (including the very young and adults) to a completed primary education for all boys and 
girls. Certain EFA goals – namely relevant learning and life-skills programs for youth and adult literacy – have 
been neglected relative to the primary education and gender parity objectives. From its beginning, the FTI cen-
tered its efforts on primary completion, maintaining that accelerating progress toward this core objective would 
support the broader set of EFA goals. 

Challenge 
While it is clear that primary education is a vital component of a strong national education system and a full 
cycle of primary education for all girls and boys should be a top-line goal for all countries, this singular focus 
on primary education is problematic from a country-driven standpoint and can, in fact, be damaging in fragile 
and confl ict-affected states. In the early stages of recovery from confl ict, countries are often dealing with large 
youth populations that have been out of formal education for a number of years. These adolescents are eager 
for education and jobs. Thus, providing opportunities for non-formal vocational and technical education or 
approaches that focus on functional literacy and numeracy are just as important as primary education interven-
tions. Un-schooled and under-schooled youth require marketable skills in order to successfully transition into a 
society that is in post-confl ict recovery and transformation. Relevant education for these youth and young adults 
can have a positive impact on mitigating fragility. Evidence from a multi-year educational and job training pro-
gram for displaced and confl ict-affected young people found that the most successful programs offered a holistic 
package of services that included literacy, numeracy and life skills education as well as market-driven livelihoods 
skills training in multiple skill areas (Women’s Refugee Commission, 2009). 

Crisis situations can also lead to a greater number of groups that may need special education attention, includ-
ing teenage mothers who became pregnant as a result of confl ict-related rape, former child soldiers and child-
headed households; while primary education may be appropriate for some members of these groups, it is likely 
that specifi c interventions may be needed, including youth livelihood programs and curricula with increased 
attention to parenting and household management (Sinclair, 2002). 

The limited focus on universal primary completion violates the country-driven approach that is a hallmark of 
the FTI’s aid effectiveness mantle generally. Moreover, it specifi cally leaves fragile and confl ict-affected states 

Recommendation 7: Expand the scope of the FTI to allow support of the whole education 
sector, allowing each country to identify which strategies, levels and types of education should be priori-
tized. This is particularly important in fragile and confl ict-affected states where youth can often miss out on 
educational opportunities. Not harnessing youth potential in a positive way could have a negative impact on 
future economic growth, social development and stability. 



17

without the ability to make the relevant and necessary advances in educational reform. In accordance with 
the international aid effectiveness principles, donors align behind national education plans that encompass the 
whole sector. Yet fi nancing through the FTI still remains reserved almost entirely for primary education, thereby 
creating a clear disconnect between the comprehensive plan that is required for endorsement and the one sub-
sector that is eligible for allocations from the Catalytic Fund. Again the FTI’s desire to meet changing needs led 
to the Catalytic Fund’s scope to become broader, with allocations supporting early childhood education, lower 
secondary education, and tertiary-level training of teachers in a limited number of countries. However, this 
broadening has not been formally adopted as part of the FTI’s mission and has not been well communicated 
down to the country level where proposal designs are completed. In particular, fragile and confl ict-affected 
countries may have less access to lesson sharing with other partner countries and therefore rely more heavily 
upon offi cial communications with the FTI. Without an offi cial policy change that indicates the broader scope 
for funding, countries in these contexts may once again be left out. 

Way forward 
A focus on “education for development” and on a “country-driven approach” both lead to the conclusion that the 
global education architecture should support credible, country-specifi c education policies and programs. Draw-
ing upon the Principles for Good International Engagement in Fragile States and Situations, country context must be 
taken as the starting point and international support should align with local priorities according to that context 
(OECD, 2007). To make country-led education development a reality, the FTI must reconcile the disconnect 
in its structure between the development of credible national education sector plans and the fi nancing of the 
completion of primary school. The FTI’s scope must be expanded to include the whole sector, permitting each 
country to identify which strategies, levels and types of education should be prioritized. Building on successful 
cases of Catalytic Fund allocations to Moldova and Ethiopia, among others, the FTI should continue to empha-
size the important role that universal primary education plays within the broader sector to ensure that issues of 
educational equity and quality remain at the forefront. Moreover, consistent with earlier recommendations for a 
single process along the development continuum, it is important that this support of an expanded scope is part 
of the whole FTI process and not just available to those countries seeking support for an interim strategy. Where 
possible, consistent policies across development contexts will reduce perverse incentives for partner countries 
seeking fl exible fi nancing to opt for an interim strategy when they have the capacity to develop and implement 
a national education sector plan. 

Recommendations for the FTI Board regarding fragile and 

conflict-affected states

Create an inclusive “one process, one fund” model by adopting a continuum approach that 
meets countries where they are utilizing the Progressive Framework. Allocate funding based on 
need and reward good performance based on progress against mutually agreed, context-specifi c 
outcomes.

Make the FTI’s Catalytic Fund a Financial Intermediary Fund that is independent of 
World Bank procedures in order to improve aid effectiveness of the fund; to improve the abil-

1.

2.
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ity to use modalities that can support recurrent costs; and to ensure appropriate, predictable and 
fl exible support for fragile and confl ict-affected states where the World Bank may not have country-
level presence.

Adopt a clear approach and guidelines for working with the best-fi t-for-progress 
partner at country level. While this will be the government in the majority of cases, in some 
fragile and confl ict-affected states where it is not feasible to work in and through government sys-
tems, this may need to be others such as local government, international fi nancial and education 
management agents, and non-state actors. The FTI should draw on good practice from the global 
health funds and their work with a range of partners at country level.

Develop a roster of potential supervising entities that work in fragile and confl ict-affected 
states in order to have more fl exibility with respect to having the best partner at country level act 
as supervisor of funds and be able to support recurrent and capital costs.

Attract a larger group of existing bilateral and multilateral donors as well as the 
private sector and foundations to provide signifi cant additional volumes of aid to a revamped 
FTI that can support the sizeable education needs of fragile and confl ict-affected states where there 
is often a very scarce or non-existent bilateral presence that can be scaled up.

Support LEGs to play a stronger role through early, frequent and long-term dialogue 
with country-level actors to both develop and implement their country-specifi c ca-
pacity development activities through a comprehensive and integrated approach to capacity 
development, with implementation support being particularly critical for education sector devel-
opment in fragile and confl ict-affected states. Diversify the providers of technical assistance beyond 
the World Bank and align capacity development support with other support being received through 
the FTI and other donors.

Expand the scope of the FTI to allow support of the whole education sector, permit-
ting each country to identify which strategies, levels and types of education should be prioritized. 
This is particularly important in fragile and confl ict-affected states where youth can often miss out 
on educational opportunities. Not harnessing youth potential in a positive way could have a negative 
impact on future economic growth, social development and stability. 

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
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Annex 1: Selected Events in the FTI’s approach Towards Fragile 

and Conflict-Affected States

February 2002: In addition to 18 “fast track” countries, 5 countries (3 of which are often considered to 
be affected by confl ict or fragility) – Bangladesh, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, India, Nigeria, 
and Pakistan – are invited to join the “analytical fast track”.

March 2005: At the FTI Technical Meeting (U.K.) the applicability of FTI guidelines to fragile states is 
questioned. The Fragile States Task Team (FSTT) is formed and produces a background paper Exploring 
the desirability and feasibility of expanding the EFA Fast Track Initiative (FTI) to Fragile States for the FTI part-
nership meeting in 2005.

November 2005: The FTI Partnership Meeting in Beijing commissions the FSTT to examine how the 
EPDF can support fragile states and the potential changes needed in the FTI framework.

August 2006: Peter Buckland (World Bank) and Peter Colenso (DfID) produce an FTI discussion note 
Benchmarks / Guidelines / Principles for Education in Fragile States.

November 2006: Gene Sperling (GCE-US) presents a paper Closing Trust Gaps: Unlocking Financing for 
Fragile States to the FTI Steering Committee.

May 2007: The FTI Technical Meeting (Bonn) agrees upon the fi nal Progressive Framework.

April 2008: The FTI Technical Meeting (Tokyo) agrees to design procedures to include “fragile states” 
in the FTI Partnership. Steering Committee (SC) members express preference for enhancing current 
instruments rather than initiating a new fund. 

September 2008: The FSTT produces a paper A Global Process for Education: FTI Financing Mechanisms and 
the SC agrees that all low-income countries, including fragile states, can join a single FTI process. A Task 
Team comprised of current/potential donors (UK, Netherlands, Spain, Australia, and EC) works with 
UNICEF and the FTI to create an Education Transition Fund with UNICEF as Trustee/Fund Manager.   

December 2008: The EFA-FTI Modality Guide is offi cially accepted by the Catalytic Fund Committee and 
includes a note that states that “special guidelines will be developed with regard to aid modalities for 
fragile states and interim education plans.” 

February 2009: The FTI Country Level Process Guide is fi nalized but sections for inputting approach to “in-
terim strategies” are left blank to be fi lled in later.

July 2009: Discussions between UNICEF and the FTI regarding the Education Transition Fund are dis-
continued when expectations for Trustee role cannot be matched. 

September 2009: The FTI Secretariat produces a concept note FTI Education Transition Funding Mechanism. 
The Board of Directors agrees to create a Task Team to explore the development of an Education Tran-
sition Fund with an alternative Trustee; they ask the Catalytic Fund Committee to accommodate new 
requests from fragile states until alternative options have been suffi ciently explored; and approve the 
Secretariat’s ongoing work on developing operational guidelines to adopt existing FTI process for fragile 
states.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Endnotes

 In addition to the 18 countries initially invited to apply for FTI endorsement, fi ve large countries – Bangladesh, the Democratic Republic 

of the Congo, India, Nigeria and Pakistan – were also invited to join the “analytical fast track.” At the time of publication, none of these 

latter fi ve countries had yet been endorsed.

The Board of Directors consists of representatives from donors, developing countries, civil society and multilateral organizations. 

General recommendations for the reform of the FTI have also been suggested in the 2010 Education for All Global Monitoring Report 

(UNESCO, 2010) as well as in a recent briefi ng note by Oxfam (Oxfam, 2010). These all suggest some similar and non-contradictory 

recommendations, but address issues of general reform for the FTI rather than those that are specifi c to fragile and confl ict-affected states 

which is what this policy outlook seeks to address.

This issue of confusion over which fund to apply for happened in the case of Haiti when the proposed UNICEF-managed Education 

Transition Fund (ETF) was still under discussion as an alternative fund for fragile and confl ict-affected states. Following its endorsement, 

Haiti was left unclear about whether it should apply to the Catalytic Fund or wait for the establishment of the ETF.

While each country affected by confl ict or fragility is situated within its own country-specifi c context, there is some agreement on a 

foundational defi nition of ‘fragile states’ that focuses on those states that are unwilling or unable to provide the basic core services needed 

for poverty reduction and development, and to safeguard the security and human rights of the population (OECD, 2007). 

This estimate is based on 28 fragile and confl ict-affected countries which include some countries with high numbers of out-of-school 

children such as the DRC, Nigeria and Pakistan.

Annex 1 includes a timeline with selected important events that illustrates the FTI’s activities toward addressing fragile and confl ict-af-

fected states. 

Four of the FTI-endorsed countries considered to be affected by confl ict or fragility – Sierra Leone, Haiti, Liberia and Central African 

Republic – have each gone through a different process to access pooled funding from the FTI’s Catalytic Fund, including waiting for a-

yet-to-be-established Education Transition Fund. 

It succeeded in disbursing US$12.25 million over nine months in 2009 for three major activities to procure textbooks, build and reha-

bilitate schools and teacher training institutes (FTI Secretariat, 2009: 13).

The European Commission and the United States, among others, do contribute to the education sector, but not through the Education 

Pooled Fund. 

According to the multidisciplinary research network Resilience Alliance, resilience is the “capacity of a system to absorb disturbance, 

undergo change and still retain essentially the same function, structure, identity and feedbacks”. 

While the FTI Secretariat in personal correspondence has cited a few examples of the Catalytic Fund supporting salary payments through 

an IO, there is a tension in using a project modality to support recurrent costs where the most aligned modality is not being used. This 

takes a step backwards in supporting the aid effectiveness principles of harmonization and alignment and increases transactions costs.

Bermingham (2009) argues that the average time taken to implement the 34 procedures required under the IDA rules is around 18 

months. 

The World Bank Group, (2008) 

In Nepal the Catalytic Fund allocation supports the multi-donor pooled fund that helps fi nance the Government of Nepal’s School Sector 

Support Program; and in Rwanda the Catalytic Fund allocation is channeled through a pooled donor fund (sector budget support) that 

supports the implementation of the Government of Rwanda’s Education Sector Strategic Plan.

1.
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Information on specifi c countries taken from: http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTABOUTUS/IDA/0,,content

MDK:20054572~menuPK:3414210~pagePK:51236175~piPK:437394~theSitePK:73154,00.html 

Two of the large global health funds – the US President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tubercu-

losis and Malaria – had annual funds of US$4 billion and US$2.75 billion to spend during 2008 compared to the paltry total of US$389 

million of the FTI (US President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, 2008 and http://www.theglobalfund.org/en/fundingdecisions/

?lang=en#7). 

Capacity is defi ned here as the ability of individuals, organizations, and society to manage their affairs successfully. 

It should be noted that three of the analytical fast track countries, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, have been among the four largest re-

cipients of EPDF funds and yet none is expected to be endorsed soon.

16.

17.
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