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Next steps for China’s new development agency

Bonn, 27 November 2018. China’s development
agency released “Measures for the Administration of
Foreign Aid” on 13 November, asking for comments
from the public. The measures clarify and guide the
practices of all Chinese institutions engaged in for-
eign aid. Although these are internal management
guidelines for the Chinese bureaucracy, they have far
reaching global consequences. According to latest
estimates, China has steadily increased foreign aid
over recent years and in 2016 was the seventh larg-
est donor globally.

The reform of the Chinese aid system reached a peak
in April 2018, when China established a new Interna-
tional Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA) at
the vice-ministry level, elevating the political im-
portance of development cooperation. It has been
unclear, however, how the agency adds value to the
complex landscape of over 30 Chinese institutions
dealing with development cooperation. In particular,
it is uncertain whether CIDCA can assert itself vis-a-
vis other powerful actors like the ministries of com-
merce or foreign affairs.

The new guidelines address this ambiguity and indi-
cate that CIDCA will have far-reaching competencies
beyond all other institutions, especially regarding
strategic planning. It remains a risk that the agency
ends up as another bureaucratic layer in a fragment-
ed system, but we believe that the guidelines can
critically improve China’s aid management and de-
livery. We identify three ways for the agency to up-
grade Chinese aid from an international perspective.

First, CIDCA is now authorised to supervise Chinese
development projects and to carry out comprehen-
sive evaluations. While CIDCA still needs to coordi-
nate with other institutions that remain responsible
for implementation, the agency can set up a com-
prehensive monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system
to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of Chi-
nese development cooperation.

China already has some M&E systems in place, but
they are geared towards the project-level and infor-
mation is not compiled across projects and institu-
tions. Current evaluation criteria primarily focus on
technical feasibility and economic returns. Typically,
social and environmental effects and long-term
impact assessments receive less attention. Hence,
we suggest that CIDCA sets up a common results
framework for all Chinese aid, integrates all dimen-
sions of sustainable development in project assess-

ments and introduces ex-post impact evaluations of
aid projects.

Second, CIDCA could become a central reporting
hub that tackles the current lack of information on
Chinese aid. The guidelines mention one foreign aid
statistical system for all Chinese institutions and give
CIDCA the task to compile “annual budgets and final
accounts for foreign aid projects.” If CIDCA is able to
collect and report this data, China will be able to
address long-standing criticisms regarding a lack of
transparency of its aid. The quality of reporting will
depend on how detailed and frequently available the
data will be. Although this is a challenging task, it is
a positive step and we suggest that data is reported
according to internationally comparable standards.

Third, CIDCA has the mandate to engage interna-
tionally on behalf of the Chinese government. There
is vast potential to improve China’s participation in
international fora, particularly in the United Nations,
the G20 or the Global Partnership for Effective De-
velopment Cooperation. For instance, China could
report on its contribution to addressing global de-
velopment challenges (including climate change), as
well coordinate policies and exchange on best prac-
tices.

China has increased international engagement dur-
ing a time when other development agencies are
struggling with problems of renewed nationalism,
protectionism and an erosion of rule-based multilat-
eralism. This does not mean that the international
community should uncritically embrace Chinese
initiatives such as Belt and Road. Yet, rejecting Chi-
na’s contribution to global development is no op-
tion either, especially given China’s track-record of
economic success and lifting hundreds of millions
people out of poverty.

Instead, more effort should go into understanding
the nuances of China's development experiences
and its foreign aid through reciprocal learning for-
mats. CIDCA should work with the many Chinese
and international research institutions in conducting
joint research to identify common interests and
expand the knowledge base on development coop-
eration. Overall, China’s aid system will keep many of
its unique characteristics, but CIDCA offers an op-
portunity to strengthen coordination and strategic
planning. This could lead to tangible improvements
in Chinese aid projects, directly benefitting develop-
ing countries and other international partners.
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