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1. Introduction

The future of bilateral aid to basic education is at risk, placing the educational opportunities of many of the 
world’s poorest girls and boys on the line. Some donor governments are reducing overall bilateral assistance, 
others are phasing out long-standing partnerships with particular developing countries and several are aban-
doning education as a priority sector altogether.  All of this, it appears, is being carried out with little donor 
coordination, resulting in the substantial reduction of external education support and technical assistance for 
countries where it is desperately needed. While there are several donors increasing their aid to basic education, 
such as the United Kingdom and Australia, the overall picture looks bleak with bilateral aid to basic education 
stagnating, at best, and, at worst, significantly declining in the coming years.  Current and future multilateral 
contributions to basic education are not expected to fill the financing gap left by donors’ withdrawal from the 
sector in several countries, barring a major effort to raise funding for the Education for All-Fast Track Initiative’s 
(EFA FTI) trust fund and a significant increase in World Bank International Development Association (IDA) loans 
for education. Taken together, this likely spells difficult times ahead for the education systems of many develop-
ing countries, some of which are losing basic education support from up to five bilateral donors at once.  

These reductions are poorly timed, arriving precisely when many developing countries are most in need of aid 
to reach the Education for All (EFA) and the education Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015.  In 
2000, at the World Forum on Education in Dakar, Senegal, over one thousand participants agreed to work co-
operatively to help developing nations achieve six education-related goals.   The six EFA goals include a call to 
support early childhood education, universal primary education, basic life skills, adult literacy, gender equality, 
and education quality.  That same year, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were adopted by the inter-
national community and added an increased focus to two of the EFA goals, namely universal primary educa-
tion and gender parity in school.  In support of these goals, representatives from 164 countries in Dakar signed 
a pledge that “no countries seriously committed to Education for All will be thwarted in their achievement of 
[these] goal[s] by lack of resources.” 1  Given the current widespread reduction in support for education howev-
er, this scenario seems increasingly likely to happen. 

In spite of some impressive increases in enroling children into primary school over the past decade, over 67 mil-
lion children are still out of primary school, with many more dropping out before they acquire basic skills such 
as literacy and numeracy.  By some estimates, approximately 200 million students are enrolled in schools of 
such poor quality that they learn very little.2  If the population growth of young people continues to follow cur-
rent trends, at least 27 million children will be born into low-income countries each year, vastly increasing the 
youth age demographic.  This “youth bulge” will no doubt add considerable pressure on education systems to 
absorb increasing numbers of children reaching school-age. According to UNESCO’s Education for All Global 
Monitoring Report (GMR), as the number of youth in developing countries rises, more children will be out-of-
school in 2015 than are out-of-school today. As such, the gains made to enrol more children in primary school 
since 2000 will be lost unless serious consideration is given to increasing the capacity of school systems to sup-
port the increased number of children and youth.3 The initial success of increasing global enrolments by 52 mil-
lion since 2000 – a product of renewed political commitment and increasing resources for education – will not 
be sustained without continued support to improve access and second-stage efforts to improve education qual-
ity. Protecting the recent gains in education will require donors to re-commit to the Education for All agenda, 
increase their investments in basic education development, and put aid effectiveness principles into practice by 
coordinating aid flows in predictable, coordinated ways. 

In light of the challenge the current reductions in bilateral aid to education are posing to the achievement of 
universal quality education, the Center for Universal Education and the Education for All Fast Track Initiative 
have undertaken a preliminary analysis of the current trends in donor aid to education. This paper starts by 
setting out the financing need in developing countries, in the context both of progress made throughout the 
past decade, and of the remaining progress yet to be made to strengthen education systems in low and middle 
income countries. Our analysis uses public reports and the results of a short survey of donors (See Annex 1) to 
create a forecast of the overall picture of bilateral aid to basic education over the next few years, as well as the 
impact on individual developing countries.4  Specifically, we focus on low- and low middle-income countries, as 
defined by the World Bank classifications. This initial analysis reveals that donors are pulling out of the educa-
tion sector in several countries simultaneously, with little coordination or effort to ensure that funding is not 
dramatically cut.   However, with many countries still coping with large numbers of out-of-school children, and 
more which have yet to ensure that the education provided is of good quality, the timing for donor withdrawal 
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could not be worse. The fragile gains made in the past decade may be lost altogether if this trend is not miti-
gated by increased and better coordination of aid to education. 

2. Basic Education is a Necessary Investment for Development

The arguments for investing in Education for All are clear.  Education has been proven to reduce poverty, im-
prove health outcomes, and promote gender equality:  

•	 Each year of schooling translates into a 10 percent increase in potential income  

•	 An increase of one standard deviation in student mathematics and literacy scores can increase annual 
GDP by 2 percent

•	 In Africa, children of mothers who complete primary education are 40 percent more likely to survive to 
age 5 and are 50 percent more likely to receive potentially life-saving immunizations

•	 One year of schooling reduces fertility rates by 10 percent

•	 Each additional year of school has the potential to raise a woman’s income by 15 percent

•	 HIV/AIDS rates are halved among men and women who complete primary education5 

Basic education, defined by the Global Monitoring Report to include primary education, basic life skills for 
youth and adults, and early childhood education,6 is a vital foundation for a healthy education sector and a 
robust economy. Of course, no country will develop successfully through a reliance on education alone, but 
choosing to neglect basic education can also have damaging consequences.  Quality basic education is a neces-
sary stepping-stone to higher education and sustained economic growth. In fact, the acquisition of basic cogni-
tive skills such as literacy and numeracy has been strongly and positively linked to individual earnings, equality 
of income distribution and economic growth.7  Without it, countries have difficulty expanding their knowledge 
economy, building important 21st-century skills and creating a qualified workforce—all of these important driv-
ers of economic and social development.  Thus, expanding access to and improving the quality of basic educa-
tion are compelling, necessary, and urgent national and global objectives to fuel overall development.

3. Even with Progress in Basic Education, a Large Financing Gap Remains

Good progress has already been made toward the EFA goals with increasing numbers of children enrolled in 
primary school and major gains in several countries facing large gender disparities in education. Developing 
countries have increased domestic financing to education, indicating their commitment to Education for All. 
In twenty six Sub-Saharan African countries for which data is available, real public expenditure on education 
rose on average 6 percent annually between 1999 and 2009.8  While education expenditure accounts for an 
average of 4.7 percent of the world’s GDP, in Sub-Saharan Africa it has now reached the second highest re-
gional percentage in the world after North America and Europe with 5 percent of the region’s GDP devoted 
to the education sector.9 Developing countries provide the majority of financing used to educate their children 
and youth.  Many highly prioritize education, for example, Burundi spends 8.3 percent of its GDP on educa-
tion, Lesotho spends 12 percent, and Timor Leste spends 16.8 percent.10  However, there are other countries 
that admittedly could do better; for example, in 2009 Pakistan only spent 2.7 percent of its GDP on education, 
Cambodia spent 2.1 percent and Central African Republic spent just 1.3 percent.11

In spite of increased financial commitments by developing countries, there is an on-going and significant need 
for external financial assistance in education.  Many developing countries rely heavily on Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) to help finance their education sectors. In Sub-Saharan Africa, fifteen countries have a ratio 
of education ODA to public expenditure on education of over one-fourth.12 This ratio indicates that for every 
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public dollar spent on education, the government receives 25 cents or more from external education aid sourc-
es. Although not all ODA to education will be spent in public expenditure (some aid is allocated to non-govern-
mental groups, for instance), presumably a part of this ODA to education does go through the public account. 
Therefore, it is likely that any changes in bilateral aid to education, in particular to countries with high ODA-
to-public spending ratios, will have a significant impact on those countries’ abilities to provide access to quality 
Education for All of their young people.

The 2011 Global Monitoring Report also estimates that another US$16 billion in external aid is needed annually 
to fill the financing gap required to achieve the Education for All goals by 2015.13 So far, donors are coming up 
far short of this estimate and worrisome trends in bilateral aid indicate an urgent situation for basic education 
in the near future. 

4. Bilateral Aid to Basic Education: The Story So Far 

According to recent projections, at best, bilateral aid to basic education for the world’s poorest countries may 
flat-line, and at worst it will decrease significantly.  Some major education donors are pulling out of the sec-
tor or significantly reducing aid, and increases in bilateral aid to education by other donors may not cover the 
losses.  Total aid to education, including bilateral and multilateral aid, has followed a general upward trend in 
recent years, other than in 2008 when there was a slight decrease (see Chart 1). Disbursements to education 
have more than doubled since 2002, from US$6.1 billion to US$13.4 billion in 2009. Data on ODA to educa-
tion in 2010 will likely reflect significant increases, perhaps partly due to a one-time US$1.05 billion World Bank 
IDA loan to India for education.14 However, despite overall increases in 2010 and a commitment by the World 
Bank to make an additional $750 million available for primary education over the next five years, initial evi-
dence shows that Bank education financing in 2011 will actually drop to less than half of the 2010 amount, 
further threatening the scale of financing available in the sector. As the single largest multilateral education fi-
nancier, the reduction in World Bank total education lending and even sharper decreases in its basic education 
financing will have a dramatic impact on ODA levels to education.  

Although aid to basic education has more than doubled since 2002, basic education as a share of total aid to 
education seems to have stagnated in recent years, at just over 40 percent of total education aid since 2007. 
The majority of education aid is concentrated in post-basic and vocational education. Aid data can be mislead-
ing too; some donors report university scholarships to students from developing countries to study in the do-
nor country as aid, yet this aid does not reach education sectors in developing countries.Chart 1: Total Aid 
Disbursements to Education (bilateral and multilateral), 2002-2009
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Bilateral aid is a major component of ODA to education, comprising more than 70 percent of disbursements in 
2009, with the remaining channeled through multilateral arrangements.16 Bilateral aid not only provides direct 
funding to developing countries, but also provides staff and technical partnerships between donor and devel-
oping countries, partnerships that risk termination when aid is cut. As donor countries pare down the lists of 
their developing country partners, implications are not only financial, but technical and policy-based as well. 
Thus, developing countries are set to lose much more than financial assistance when they are eliminated from 
donors’ rosters. While bilateral aid to education has also followed an upward trend since 2002, the share to ba-
sic education has remained at around one-third of aid to education (see Chart 2). This means that with decreas-
es in external education financing, the amount allocated to basic education is likely to decrease in proportion.C
hart 2: Bilateral Aid Disbursements to Education, 2002-2009
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5. Poor donor coordination leaves significant education gaps at 
country-level 

In the past two years, several donors have decided to reduce or eliminate aid to education and many have re-
duced the number of developing countries to which they will provide education aid.  As an institutional deci-
sion, this may not have immediately perceived negative value, as there are normally good rational reasons for 
doing so within agencies.  On the other hand, there appears to have been little communication or coordination 
between donors about the collective impact their individual actions may have, despite their expressed commit-
ment to aid effectiveness principles. At the country level, this can have particularly devastating implications. 
This unpredictability and lack of coordination is made abundantly clear, for example, in the cases of Burkina 
Faso, Cambodia, and Nicaragua, each of which will have lost five bilateral donors within the past two years. 
Some donors, such as the Netherlands, are de-prioritizing education altogether, claiming it is not their com-
parative advantage. Yet Dutch leadership and expertise in education has been described by many as instrumen-
tal in helping move the field forward and accomplishing some of the hard-earned education gains over the last 
decade. Assessing comparative advantages, as called upon by aid effectiveness principles, requires a close look 
across donor agencies, not only identifying internal agency priorities or strengths.

In 2005, the international community came together in Paris for the Second High Level Forum on Aid 
Effectiveness and created what is known as the “Paris Declaration.” This declaration was reaffirmed in 2008 
and was followed up with the Accra Agenda for Action, signed by 136 donor and developing countries, mul-
tilateral agencies, and civil society organizations. The Paris and Accra declarations emphasize five principles of 
aid effectiveness: (i) ownership by developing countries; (ii) alignment of aid to their national priorities; (iii) har-
monization among donors; (iv) results-based management; and (v) mutual accountability. These principles are 
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meant to improve the efficiency and impact of aid, in particular by encouraging donors to coordinate with each 
other to concentrate their efforts and deliver aid in line with their respective comparative advantages. 
Donor harmonization is important and in theory should reduce costly fragmentation of aid. A developing coun-
try is better served through one or two high-quality programs, rather than with many smaller programs. Thus, 
in the Paris and Accra declarations, donors commit to “work together to reduce the number of separate, du-
plicative missions to the field…” and to “make full use of their respective comparative advantage at sector 
or country level by delegating, where appropriate, authority to lead donors for the execution of programmes, 
activities and tasks.”18  In practice, this translates to individual donors engaging with fewer countries and sec-
tors, as they endeavor to reduce duplicative programs and do only what they do best. Aid effectiveness princi-
ples also encourage donors to reduce their geographical scope and concentrate aid in fewer developing coun-
tries, ideally those low- and low middle-income countries that truly need aid. So while many bilateral donors 
are focused on having more effective development assistance, the detailed coordination needed to ensure that 
changes in individual agency policies do not leave collective education gaps appears to be missing. Too many 
low- and low middle-income countries, like Benin and Burkina Faso, are losing several bilateral donors each, 
and, consequently, significant amounts of basic education aid.

Predictability of aid is low as well. Without aid predictability, developing countries that depend heavily on ex-
ternal financing for education cannot be confident in their future ability to scale-up or even maintain national 
education sector plans. The volatile nature of aid threatens country plans to build classrooms, hire teachers, buy 
textbooks, or implement school feeding programs. Students may suddenly find themselves without materials 
or an instructor, and the chances of reaching the millions of children who have so far been excluded from the 
classroom could be significantly reduced. The Paris and Accra declarations call on donor countries to increase 
the transparency and predictability of aid; yet the process for gathering data for this report alone indicates a 
long way to go toward those principles.

6. The Troubled Future of Overall Bilateral Aid to Basic Education

From currently available information, the apparent trend in bilateral aid to basic education shows a stagna-
tion or decrease in the next few years, with the top two education donors reducing the number of developing 
country partners and/or their bilateral aid to education (see Chart 3).19  Given the scale of resources and techni-
cal assistance provided by the United States and the Netherlands, any down-scaling of their support for basic 
education will have a large impact on aid to the sector. Both countries have shown strong leadership and com-
mitment to the cause of improving basic education over many years, unsurprisingly, there is widespread con-
cern that even with strong basic education contributions from the U.K. and Australia, a reduction of support 
and commitment from the U.S. and the Netherlands may lead to serious impacts in many countries. 

The Netherlands, as mentioned previously, has eliminated basic education as a development priority and as a 
result it will cut most, if not all, bilateral aid to the sector (the future of its contribution to multilateral education 
programs is unclear). In the short term the Netherlands will cease providing aid to half of the countries where 
it had done so previously and education aid in some of the remaining developing countries will be or is being 
phased out.

The United States, like the Netherlands, has also historically been a top contributor of bilateral aid to basic edu-
cation. Future aid reductions of up to 20 percent come from an overall budget reduction in ODA, but specifics 
are unclear, including whether the United States will stop providing any basic education aid to any particular 
developing country.20 A $684 billion spending cap on “security category” appropriations administered under 
the recent debt ceiling legislation will certainly lead to reduced funding for foreign assistance generally and like-
ly to the basic education account.21   

Denmark has committed to maintaining its education aid and appears poised to provide important political 
leadership in the sector through their role co-hosting the EFA-FTI Pledging Event in Copenhagen in November 
2011 (which aims to raise $8 billion in basic education aid).  The Danish government’s total aid to basic educa-
tion is expected to remain unchanged, although Denmark will reallocate $26 million of bilateral aid to educa-
tion for four countries (Benin, Burkina Faso, Nepal, and Zambia) to the Education for All - Fast Track Initiative, 
doubling its annual contribution to the multilateral entity to about US$ 52 million.22 While overall financing for 
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education from Denmark will be maintained, the loss of important Danish technical assistance to these four 
countries and to another potential 11 countries (including Bhutan, Vietnam, Nicaragua, Bolivia, and Cambodia 
and others as yet unconfirmed) is concerning.23  

On the other side of the balance sheet, Australia, the United Kingdom, Germany, and France will increase or 
have already increased bilateral aid to basic education in various amounts. New Zealand may increase bilateral 
aid to basic education, although negotiations are currently underway.  
	
Australia plans to spend US$5.3 billion on education between 2011 and 2015, an average of US$1.3 billion an-
nually, in an effort to increase ODA to 0.5 percent of Gross National Income by 2015. Australia will allocate 19 
percent of its total ODA, (US$887 million) to education in 2011-12, 57 percent of which will go toward basic 
education. The majority of education (US$50 million) aid will be targeted to the Pacific region.24 This represents 
a major increase in both total aid to education and in the share to basic education. 

The United Kingdom will also increase aid to education significantly, although exact amounts are unclear due 
to the change in government in 2010 and re-assessment of the original UK Department for International 
Development (DfID) Education Strategy 2010-2015.  However, a March 2011 Bilateral Aid Review acknowl-
edged a request to continue with the pledges made in the earlier sector strategy. Those pledges allocated 
US$1.6 billion per year to education for the next five years, US$925 million of which would go toward bilat-
eral aid to education in 2010-2011, in particular to Africa. About 70 percent of DfID’s bilateral aid would be 
reserved for basic education. While the exact figures are not yet available, the new British government has 
remained dedicated to prioritizing basic education and has indicated that aid to education will continue to 
increase through 2015, when it will account for nearly 25 percent of all UK foreign aid. Country operational 
plans released in the spring of 2011 for 24 low-income DFID recipient countries indicate incremental increases 
between November 2010 to 2014/15 which will bring bilateral aid to education from US$484 million to at least 
US$1.1 billion, with additional country plans (e.g. for Malawi) expected to be added to these totals.

Germany is expected to significantly increase total aid to education, including an increase in bilateral aid, and, 
in particular, will double education aid to Africa by 2013 to reach almost US$ 200 million annually.25 It is un-
clear how large of an increase to expect for basic education, however, since Germany has traditionally focused 
on vocational and post-secondary education, and its new education strategy is still very focused on those 
sub-sectors.

France, another donor that has traditionally allocated the vast majority of its education aid outside of basic edu-
cation, plans to scale up bilateral aid in general and aid to education in particular.26 Yet French aid to basic edu-
cation has increased since 2002 so there may be moderate increases in that area in future years.   

Chart 3 below summarizes the basic education aid changes for some of the world’s largest bilateral donors, in-
cluding a description of the developing countries that will be impacted specifically by the loss of donor educa-
tion aid. Where information on the directional change in bilateral basic education and developing country part-
ner reductions of bilateral donors is not available, the donor country has been left out of the table.
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Chart 3: Changes in Bilateral Aid to Basic Education 
(in descending order of total aid to basic education) 

Donor Rank in total aid 
disbursements to 
basic education from 
DAC donors, average 
2006-200927

Anticipated 
directional change 
in bilateral basic 
education aid

Low- and low middle-income 
countries which will have 
bilateral education aid 
phased out28

United States #1 Decrease - based on 
overall budget cuts 
and reduced prioriti-
zation of education 
vis-à-vis other sectors

Unknown

Netherlands #2 Decrease – reduced 
prioritization of edu-
cation

Bangladesh, Benin, Bolivia, 
Burkina Faso, Democratic Re-
public of Congo, Egypt, Ethio-
pia, Georgia, Ghana, Gua-
temala, Indonesia, Kosovo, 
Moldova, Mongolia, Mozam-
bique, Nicaragua, Pakistan, 
Rwanda, Senegal, Tanzania, 
Vietnam, Zambia; Possibly: 
Mali, Uganda, Yemen 

United Kingdom #3 Increase Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, 
Cambodia, China, Gambia, 
Indonesia, Iraq, Kosovo, Leso-
tho, Moldova, Niger, Vietnam

France #4 Increase in overall 
education aid, share 
to basic unknown

unknown

Germany #6 Increase in overall 
education aid, share 
to basic unknown

unknown

Spain #7 Decrease - based on 
overall budget cuts

unknown

Australia #10 Increase unknown

Denmark #13 Decrease – move 
from bilateral to 
multilateral channels, 
total education aid 
level to remain the 
same

Benin, Bhutan, Bolivia, 
Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Mo-
zambique, Nepal, Nicaragua, 
Vietnam, Zambia

7. Particular Countries Will Be Greatly Affected by Education Aid Cuts

Through analyzing the limited information available, it can be determined that, thus far, over 40 low- and low 
middle-income countries have recently lost or are losing in the near future at least two bilateral donors29 (see 
Annex 3). Chart 4 shows a selection of the countries with the poorest education indicators that are poised to 
lose at least one major basic education donor and a large share of aid to basic education. Countries with very 
strong education sectors are not included here, even though they may also lose a large portion of basic educa-
tion aid in the near future. The rationale behind this decision is to identify those particular countries that risk a 
sharp reduction in the external financing for their education sector and related cuts in important expenditure 
areas which will slow progress toward universal quality education. 

A more comprehensive version of Chart 4 can be found in Annex 2. 
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Chart 4: Countries with Low Education Indicators Losing Bilateral Aid to Basic 
Education

Primary 
completion rate, 
2009

Donors planning to 
phase out (or who 
recently phased out) 
aid

Share of average 
annual total aid to 
basic education, 2006-
2009, from departing 
donors 

Is a top three 
basic education 
donor to country 
departing?30

Burkina Faso 43% Belgium, Canada, 
Denmark, Italy, Neth-
erlands

53% Yes, Netherlands 
and Canada

Nicaragua 75%* Canada, Denmark, 
Finland, Netherlands, 
Sweden

35% Yes, Netherlands

Zambia 87% Canada, Denmark, 
Netherlands

31% Yes, Netherlands

Benin 62% Canada, Denmark, 
Netherlands

22% Yes, Netherlands

Mozambique 57% Denmark, Nether-
lands

18% Yes, Netherlands

Cambodia 83% Belgium, Canada, 
Denmark, Germany, 
United Kingdom

18% Yes, Belgium

Bangladesh 52% Netherlands 16% Yes, Netherlands

Vietnam 92% Denmark, Neth-
erlands, Sweden, 
United Kingdom

14% Yes, United King-
dom

Rwanda 54%* Canada, Netherlands 13% Yes, Netherlands

Ghana 83% Italy, Netherlands 11% Yes, Netherlands

*2008 data

In the most striking example, Burkina Faso is losing or has already lost a total of five donors, which provided 
53 percent on average of total aid to basic education from 2006 to 2009. Clearly Burkina Faso is losing a sig-
nificant portion of its aid to basic education, but what makes this more problematic is its high ratio of educa-
tion aid to public expenditure on education, at just over one-third. This ratio indicates that Burkina Faso is fairly 
dependent on aid for its education sector. These donor withdrawals not only represent a huge loss in potential 
money, staff, and technical assistance, but also indicate a lack of cooperation among donors. Burkina Faso has 
very poor education statistics: 63 percent primary net enrolment rate and only 43 percent primary completion 
rate. This means that 63 percent of school-age children attend primary school, and only 43 percent of children 
who do enrol actually complete the last grade of primary school. Therefore, it is a country where donors should 
stay, not leave. The improvements that Burkina Faso has made in primary enrolments and gender parity risk be-
ing reversed with such a large aid withdrawal. Even worse, there is no clear replacement of this aid. 

Cambodia will also lose five donors to basic education, among them Belgium, a major education donor to the 
country. Those five donors provided on average almost one-fifth of total basic education aid to Cambodia from 
2006 to 2009.  Its primary education sector is strong in terms of access, but significant challenges regarding 
quality and marginalized populations remain, with the average number years of schooling just 3.4 for the poor-
est 20 percent of the population.  Cambodia has set ambitious targets for education quality, thus it would be 
premature for donors to pull out of the education sector before solid advancements are made in that area. 

Nicaragua is also set to lose five donors, whose average share to total basic education aid was 35 percent over 
2006 to 2009.  This large potential reduction in aid may be problematic for Nicaragua as its primary completion 
rate is still only 75 percent, well below the regional average, and 53,000 children of primary school age are still 
out-of-school. As a country with over 20 percent illiteracy and with the poorest quintile completing only 2.5 
years of school on average, Nicaragua needs sustained support to continue improving its educational status.31 
External financing has been critical to making gains in primary education coverage, improving teacher qualifi-
cations and purchasing didactic materials for pre-primary and primary public schools; however, lack of school 
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infrastructure and qualified teachers (both of which benefit from external investments) will continue to pose 
challenges to Nicaragua if it reduces its current expenditures on education.

Vietnam is losing four donors, including a major education donor in the United Kingdom which will phase out 
aid by 2016.  The average share of total basic education aid from these donors is 14 percent. Vietnam has a 
strong primary education sector in terms of access, though like Cambodia, Vietnam is working toward improv-
ing quality of education, so donor phase-outs in education may be premature. Continuing widespread incon-
sistencies in the quality of education across the country, as well as persistent inequalities in access to secondary 
school are challenges in Vietnam unlikely to be overcome with potential cuts to the education budget as a con-
sequence of reduced external financing. 

For Zambia, the three departing donors funded about one-third of total aid to basic education. Zambia appears 
to be highly dependent on aid for education, with a ratio of education aid to public expenditure on education 
of just over one-half. Despite major progress in the past decade during which time Zambia increased the prima-
ry enrolment rate by 25%, there are still over 81,000 children of primary school age who are out-of-school. The 
United Kingdom will keep Zambia as a bilateral partner, but any increases in education aid may not cover the 
losses from other donors. In Benin, these same three donors funded over twenty percent of total aid to basic 
education. With a primary completion rate of only 62 percent and nearly 100,000 primary-school aged children 
still out-of-school, Benin is not in a good position to be experiencing aid reductions.

8. Donors Must Increase and Coordinate Education Aid 

Without adequate coordination of education aid, two serious problems confront the international community 
in its efforts to achieve the Education for All goals. The first is the significant recent reductions in bilateral aid 
to education by major donors such as the Netherlands and the U.S. The second urgent issue is the simultane-
ous withdrawal of multiple sources of education aid in several countries, leaving large financing gaps at a time 
when developing countries need external education financing in this final push to achieving the education 
goals set for 2015. Low- and low middle-income countries with struggling education sectors like Burkina Faso, 
Cambodia, Nicaragua, and Benin are poised to lose a large amount of bilateral aid in the near future with no 
clear replacement for that aid.  While there will also be increases in bilateral aid to basic education from other 
donors, these increases may not make up for the losses.  These rough estimates based on initial data from do-
nors indicate that uncoordinated donor decisions about their aid to education could be disastrous for children 
around the world. With reductions in bilateral aid to basic education in the near future, countries that have 
enjoyed significant improvements in education risk regressing on those improvements, especially if there is no 
clear replacement of the aid to be lost.

Basic education, with its immense health, economic, and social benefits, must be a global priority. Yet, even in 
the best of circumstances, the Global Monitoring Report estimates that there will be more out-of-school chil-
dren in 2015 than today – and uncoordinated and unpredictable reductions in education aid threaten to further 
undermine the progress that has been made to improve education over the last decade. For the sake of the 67 
million children still out of primary school, and the millions more already in school, it is time for donors pulling 
out of the education sector to act responsibly and reverse the course they have set. Donors must provide pre-
dictable and coordinated education aid – or the consequences will be felt by children who will be deprived of 
the quality education they were promised in Dakar. 
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Annex 1: Donor Questionnaire

The following questionnaire was sent to 19 bilateral donors plus the European Commission on April 21, 2011, 
and then again on May 12. Partial or full responses were received from 8 bilateral donors.  

1) Looking forward, do you plan to increase or decrease total bilateral aid to basic education (primary 
and lower secondary only)?

__ Increase     __ Decrease

1a) If you do plan to increase or decrease aid, by how much and by when?

Amount change: _______________ (Please specify currency)
Effective date: _________________

2) Looking forward, for which countries do you plan to increase, decrease, or eliminate bilateral aid 
to basic education, and by what date?

Country

Increase, Decrease, or 
Eliminate Aid to Basic 
Education?

Amount of Aid increased, 
decreased, or eliminated 
(specify currency)

Date by which the change 
in aid will take effect

3) If you noted a decrease in total bilateral aid to education in question 1, which option(s) indicate 
the particular shift in funding?

_____ Overall decrease in bilateral aid to education
_____ Funds will be shifted to another non-education sector (eg. Health)
	   If so, to which sector(s)? ________________________________
_____ Shift to another education donor mechanism (eg. FTI fund)
	   If so, to which donor mechanism(s)? ______________________
_____ Negotiated agreement with other donors
	   If so, please explain: ___________________________________
_____ Other			 
	  If so, please explain: ___________________________________
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Annex 2: Low and Low-Middle Income Partner Countries Recently Phased 
Out or To Be Phased Out from 2 or more Bilateral Partner Programs

countries with 2 bilateral partner 
programs phasing out

countries with 3 
bilateral partner 

programs  
phasing out

countries with 4 
bilateral partner 

programs  
phasing out

countries with 5 
bilateral partner 

programs  
phasing out

Angola
Armenia
Bhutan
Bolivia
Costa Rica
Cuba
El Salvador
Ethiopia
Georgia
Ghana
Haiti
India
Indonesia

Ivory Coast
Kenya
Lesotho
Macedonia
Malawi
Moldova
Mongolia
Mozambique
Niger
Rwanda
Tanzania
Thailand

Benin
Cameroon
Egypt
Namibia
Pakistan
Sri Lanka
Tunisia
Zambia

Peru
South Africa
Vietnam

Burkina Faso
Cambodia
Nicaragua

Annex 3: Selection of Countries to Lose Education Aid

Donors to 
phase out 
(or who 
recently 
phased out) 
Aid32

Primary Net 
Enrolment 
Rate, 200933 

Primary 
Completion 
Rate, 20092

Ratio of ODA 
for Education 
to Total Public 
Expenditure 
on Education, 
200834

Average 
annual total 
aid to basic 
education 
from dropped 
donors, 2006-
2009, 2009 
US$ constant 
millions35

Dropped 
donors’ 
share of 
total average 
annual aid 
to basic 
education, 
2006-2009

Is a 
departing 
donor a 
top three 
donor for 
total basic 
education 
aid to that 
country?36

Bangladesh Netherlands 86% 52% .14 24.75 16% Yes, Nether-
lands

Benin Canada, 
Denmark, 
Netherlands

95% 62% .30 7.28 22% Yes, Nether-
lands

Burkina Faso Belgium, 

Canada,37 
Denmark, 
Italy, Neth-
erlands

63% 43% .34 54.16 53% Yes, Neth-
erlands and 
Canada

Cambodia Belgium, 
Canada, 
Denmark, 
Germany, 
United King-
dom

95% 83% .20 4.43 18% Yes, Belgium

Ghana Italy, Neth-
erlands

76% 83% Insufficient 
information

8.57 11% Yes, Nether-
lands

Mozambique Denmark, 
Netherlands

91% 57% Insufficient 
information

26.08 18% Yes, Nether-
lands

Nicaragua Canada, 
Denmark, 
Finland, 
Netherlands, 
Sweden

92%38 75%6 Insufficient 
information

16.47 35% Yes, Nether-
lands



12Prospects for Bilateral Aid to Basic Education Put Students at Risk

Donors to 
phase out 
(or who 
recently 
phased out) 
Aid32

Primary Net 
Enrolment 
Rate, 200933 

Primary 
Completion 
Rate, 20092

Ratio of ODA 
for Education 
to Total Public 
Expenditure 
on Education, 
200834

Average 
annual total 
aid to basic 
education 
from dropped 
donors, 2006-
2009, 2009 
US$ constant 
millions35

Dropped 
donors’ 
share of 
total average 
annual aid 
to basic 
education, 
2006-2009

Is a 
departing 
donor a 
top three 
donor for 
total basic 
education 
aid to that 
country?36

Rwanda Canada, 
Netherlands

96%6 54%6 .50 6.73 13% Yes, Nether-
lands

Vietnam Denmark, 
Netherlands, 
Sweden, 
United King-
dom

94%39 92%7 Insufficient 
information

18.08 14% Yes, United 
Kingdom

Zambia Canada, 
Denmark, 
Netherlands

91% 87% .51 26.97 31% Yes, Nether-
lands
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