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Wh at  i s  t h e  p r o b l e m ? 

As part of its commitment to increase spending on overseas 
development assistance, the Australian government has announced a 
substantial re-engagement with Africa.  Despite the anticipated 
increase in funding, Australia will continue to be a small player in 
Africa’s crowded development community.  How can Australia ensure 
that its engagement is as meaningful and effective as possible? 

Wh at  s h ou l d  b e  d o n e ? 

Australia should leverage areas of shared challenges between Australia 
and Africa where Australia’s experience and expertise enable it to 
make strategic and mutually beneficial contributions.  Specifically, 
Australia should focus its African development program on practical 
and sustainable solutions in agriculture and renewable energy.  These 
are acknowledged priorities for African development that are relatively 
ignored by other donors and are sectors in which Australia has 
demonstrated scientific and technical leadership. 

Australia should allocate 60% of its African development funds for 
sustainable agriculture, 25% for renewable energy activities and 15% 
for other activities such as priority health interventions.  Australia 
should concentrate on a relatively small group of countries based on 
levels of need and their political will to implement reform: Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda. 
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The Lowy Institute for International Policy is an independent international policy think tank 
based in Sydney, Australia. Its mandate ranges across all the dimensions of international policy 
debate in Australia — economic, political and strategic — and it is not limited to a particular 
geographic region. Its two core tasks are to: 

• produce distinctive research and fresh policy options for Australia’s international policy and 
to contribute to the wider international debate. 

• promote discussion of Australia’s role in the world by providing an accessible and high 
quality forum for discussion of Australian international relations through debates, 
seminars, lectures, dialogues and conferences. 

Lowy Institute Policy Briefs are designed to address a particular, current policy issue and to 
suggest solutions. They are deliberately prescriptive, specifically addressing two questions: What 
is the problem? What should be done? 

The views expressed in this paper are entirely the authors’ own and not those of the Lowy 
Institute for International Policy.
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The policy context 

The new Australian government has made a 
significant commitment to increasing its 
overseas development assistance (ODA) from 
0.3% of gross national income (GNI) in the 
2007-08 budget to 0.5% of GNI by 2015/16. 
This represents a return to the levels last seen in 
the 1970s that were eroded over the 1990s and 
early 2000s (Figure 1).  Depending on the 
projected economic growth rate, some 
estimates foresee a tripling of ODA from the 
mid-2000s to 2015/16. 

Figure 1. Australian ODA as % of Gross 
National Income 1 
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With the increase in development assistance, 
Australia has put the internationally agreed 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (see 
Box 1) at the centre of its development 
assistance platform.  This represents a 
significant change from the previous 
government, whose support for the MDGs and 
multilateral efforts was lukewarm at best, and 
which largely focused on governance issues in 
its development program. 2 Prime Minister 
Kevin Rudd and the Parliamentary Secretary 
for International Development Assistance, Bob 

McMullan, have both declared that the MDGs 
are the central principle of Australian aid. 
While meeting with British Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown in April 2008, Rudd affirmed 
his commitment to address the ‘challenges of 
global poverty in terms of the Millennium 
Development Goals.’ 3 This call has been 
endorsed by senior policy-makers across the 
country in the 2020 Summit Report, which 
noted that Australia will focus ‘its aid program 
on poverty reduction and the achievement of 
mutually defined development goals, such as 
the Millennium Development Goals… through 
sustainable business, academic, community and 
government linkages.’ 4 

Box 1: The Millennium Development Goals 

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education 

Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower 

women 

Goal 4: Reduce child mortality 

Goal 5: Improve maternal health 

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 

diseases 

Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability 

Goal 8: Develop a Global Partnership for 

Development 

Why should Australia re-engage with 
Africa? 

As a component of the increased amount of 
development aid and the Government’s 
commitment to the MDGs, Mr. McMullan has 
stated that AusAID will be re-engaging with
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Africa.  Re-engagement with Africa does not at 
first glance seem to be of high priority to 
Australia as it increases its aid profile.  A more 
thorough analysis, however, suggests a number 
of reasons that make engagement with sub- 
Saharan Africa appropriate for Australian aid 
and for Australia more generally. 

First of all, the new Australian government has 
clearly stated its commitment to the MDGs as 
the central pillar of its aid efforts: Rudd and 
McMullan have on numerous occasions framed 
Australia’s primary ODA goal as progress 
against the MDGs.  The majority of the 
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are not on 
track to meet the MDGs agreed by 189 nations 
in 2000 by the target date of 2015. 

According to recent estimates, 387 million 
Africans are living below the internationally 
accepted poverty line of US$1.25 (A$1.93). 5 

This represents approximately 50% of Africans 
– a figure essentially unchanged since 1981.  In 
contrast, 18% of those living in East Asia and 
the Pacific live under the poverty line – down 
from 79% in 1981. 5 While there remain large 
numbers of people in Asia in poverty, the scale 
of extreme poverty in Africa is striking. 
Moreover, while Asian countries continue to 
make progress in reducing poverty, many 
African countries are unlikely to meet the 
MDGs and will not be able to pull their people 
out of poverty despite solid economic growth in 
some states. 

It is the case that global aid flows to Africa 
have increased markedly: aid to Africa reached 
US$43.4 billion (A$67.0 billion) in 2006. 
Most of the increases in aid flows are due to 
debt relief, however, rather than substantial 

increases in aid. 6 At the 2005 Gleneagles 
Summit, G8 nations committed to double ODA 
by 2010.  Initially interpreted as an extra 
US$25 billion (A$38.6 billion) annually, the 
donors (actually the G7 7 ) revised this 
commitment to an extra US$21.8 billion 
(A$33.7 billion).  Three years later, only US$3 
billion (A$4.6 billion) (14%) of that increase 
was delivered. 8 Given Africa’s struggles in 
meeting the MDGs, it is entirely appropriate 
for Australia to contribute to African 
development. 

A more pragmatic rationale emerged from a 
recent Lowy Institute Paper, Into Africa, that 
noted that Australian resource sector and 
related services investment in sub-Saharan 
Africa topped A$20 billion in 2008. 9 The 
A$20 billion figure represents a massive 
investment by Australia’s private sector and 
warrants a consideration of corresponding 
investment in the social sector.  Viewed 
through this lens, Australian aid’s re- 
engagement with Africa is part of a larger 
national strategy responding to global trends 
and opportunities.  ODA can raise the positive 
profile of Australia in the countries where 
Australian private sector investors are active. 

Another reason for the re-engagement noted by 
Mr McMullan at a recent talk is the framing of 
Australia as an Indian Ocean country rather 
than solely as a Pacific Ocean nation. 10 As 
Western Australia grows economically, a 
deeper engagement with countries sharing the 
Indian Ocean – those of East and Southern 
Africa – has a growing economic logic.  To put 
this point of view into appropriate perspective, 
it is worth noting that the distance between 
Melbourne and Hanoi (7,723km) is almost the
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same as that between Perth and Durban, South 
Africa (7,873km).  Similarly, Melbourne to 
Beijing is 9,127km – more than the distance 
between Perth and Nairobi (8,904km). 

There are also an increasing number of people 
in Australia of African descent, bringing with 
them potentially valuable cultural, social and 
economic ties to the region.  The 2006 census 
reveals that there are more than 100,000 South 
African-born people in Australia along with 
more than 20,000 Zimbabweans, 19,000 
Sudanese, 18,000 from Mauritius and almost 
10,000 Kenyans.  In 2005-06 permanent settler 
arrivals to Australia included 4,000 South 
Africans and 3,800 Sudanese, constituting the 
sixth and seventh largest sources of migrants 
respectively. 11 African Think Tank, an 
organisation devoted to assisting refugee 
communities in settling in Victoria, notes that 
there are approximately 53,000 African-born 
people living in Victoria. 12 Africa contributes 
significantly to Australia’s skilled workforce. 
Based on the 2006 census, there are just under 
3,000 medical doctors and over 4,100 nurses 
working in Australia who are African-born. 13 

This represents 5.4% of medical doctors 
working in Australia.  Given that only 1.5% of 
all working people in Australia are African- 
born, the over-representation in skilled 
positions is remarkable. 

A further reason for re-engagement with Africa 
might be Australia’s desire to be seen as what 
the Prime Minister called a ‘middle power’ 14 as 
well as the efforts to secure a United Nations 
Security Council seat in 2013.  If Australia’s aid 
is significantly increased, effective and 
identified as uniquely Australian, it could have 
an important impact on relations and 

Australia’s image in Africa, although it is 
unlikely that an increase in development 
assistance to Africa will actually sway a huge 
block of African United Nations General 
Assembly votes Australia’s way. 

A final reason for re-engagement with Africa is 
perhaps the most significant.  Engagement in 
Africa allows AusAID and Australia to be 
innovators.  In the Pacific, where Australia is 
usually the biggest donor, it is often seen as a 
behemoth and bully.  In contrast to this, in 
Africa, Australia will necessarily be a small 
player in terms of ODA volume. As such, 
Australia has an opportunity to focus on 
interesting, but important, new areas that are 
not addressed by the larger, established donors 
and institutions. This represents an opportunity 
for Australia to show its creativity and 
innovation, its lack of institutional and 
historical biases, and to work with African 
partners to find new solutions to long-standing 
problems and devise new models to face future 
challenges.  This flexibility can serve Australia’s 
overall aid program by instilling more 
dynamism and creativity into AusAID and 
other aid mechanisms.  Lessons derived from 
these creative models can be adapted and used 
in the Pacific and Southeast Asia where 
appropriate. 

The re-engagement with Africa on a relatively 
modest scale is a real opportunity for Australia 
and represents a meaningful policy shift to a 
new global perspective and even a new 
understanding of Australia’s own identity as a 
land of immigrants from around the world, as 
an Indian Ocean nation, and as a ‘middle 
power.’
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Increased Australian ODA to Africa 

The commitment to a re-engagement with 
Africa comes at a time when Australia is 
providing only approximately 3.1% of its ODA 
to Africa or A$116 million in the 2008-09 
budget.  Initial comments suggest that this 
percentage is likely to increase gradually. 
Given the increases in total ODA noted above, 
even if the percentage allocated to Africa 
remains at 3.1%, this will represent an increase 
from A$95 million in 2007-2008 to 
approximately A$213 million by 2015-16 
(assuming 2.5% annual GNI growth).  Given 
the variety of reasons for a substantive re- 
engagement with Africa outlined in the 
previous section, Australia should consider 
significantly increasing the percentage of ODA 
allocated to Africa.  A number of scenarios are 
presented in Figure 2.  If the percentage 
allocated to Africa were to increase to 5% of 
ODA, by the 2015/16 budget, the amount 
might be as much as A$343 million.  A 7.5% 
of ODA allocation might lead to more than 
A$500 million provided to Africa and the 10% 
allocation, just under A$700 million. 

Figure 2. Value of AusAID ODA to Africa: 
Current Trend and Possible Increased Trends 
in Australian dollars million 15 
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This doubling or tripling of ODA represents a 
significant new commitment to Africa and as 
such warrants a vigorous debate in the 
Australian policy arena. 

Australia’s comparative advantage in 
Africa 

The previous government’s Africa strategy 
emphasised good governance and the ‘delivery 
of basic services’ focusing on HIV/AIDS and 
malaria – areas in which the combined force of 
the global community is already active and in 
which Australian assistance would have a 
limited impact. 16 The opportunity for creativity 
and innovation, coupled with the relatively 
modest amounts of Australian aid being 
directed to Africa in the context of an already- 
crowded development, suggests that Australia 
should select a small number of areas where it 
can make a unique but significant contribution. 
There is no great value in Australia’s using this 
policy opportunity to duplicate efforts being 
undertaken by other donors or to develop 
projects for which Australia has no unique 
strength.  Nor would it make sense in terms of 
its political objectives to contribute small but 
largely anonymous donations to larger 
programs.  Australia needs to select areas 
where it can have a substantial impact, build a 
new and needed evidence base for African 
governments and donors, and harness 
Australia’s own unique history, geography and 
capacities. 

With this in mind, we propose two primary 
policy areas on which Australia should focus: 
sustainable agriculture and renewable energy.
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Policy area #1: Sustainable agriculture in 
an environment of climate change 

African agriculture in a global context 
Agricultural productivity improvement is 
fundamental to achieving the MDGs in Africa. 
Agriculture underpins the achievement of both 
food security and economic growth. The most 
compelling evidence of agriculture-led poverty 
reduction comes from Asia.  During the past 
three decades, Asia experienced unprecedented 
economic growth and structural 
transformation, with Australian aid and private 
investment contributing to this advance. 
Poverty declined from 50% in the 1970s to 
18% in 2004, while hunger declined from 30% 
to 16% over the same period.  These successes 
are attributed largely to improved agricultural 
productivity as a consequence of technological 
change and market liberalisation. 17 Increased 
income generated through increased 
agricultural productivity was invested in 
schooling and the development of non-farm 
rural enterprises, opening important new 
opportunities for employment and higher 
incomes in rural areas. 18 

In contrast with Asia, agricultural productivity 
growth in Africa during the past 40 years has 
not kept pace with population.  Cereal yields in 
Africa have stagnated at about 1.0 metric ton 
per hectare over this period, while in East Asia 
cereal yields increased more than four-fold. The 
per capita growth rate of agricultural gross 
domestic product (GDP) in Africa was negative 
during the 1980s and 1990s, though 
improvements have been achieved since 2000. 
Production growth of the major African food 
crops (maize and root crops) was based almost 
entirely on extending the cultivated area, with 

only minor contributions from growth in yield 
per hectare.  Poor infrastructure, high transport 
costs, inadequate institutional support (credit 
and extension), political instability, diverse 
agro-ecological complexities, the limited 
availability of suitable high-yielding varieties, 
and low fertiliser use have all contributed to 
low agricultural productivity growth in 
Africa. 19 

With an improved understanding of Africa’s 
unique challenges and potential, a more 
positive outlook has emerged in recent years. 
On 5 July 2004, a group of African Heads of 
State and Government, ministers, scientists, and 
development specialists met at the United 
Nations Conference Centre in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia, to work towards cutting hunger by 
half before 2015. 20 The highlight of the event, 
co-convened by the Government of Ethiopia 
and the United Nations Millennium Project, 
was a call by then UN Secretary General Kofi 
Annan for a ‘uniquely African Green 
Revolution’: 

‘Let us all do our part to help Africa’s 
farmers and their families take the first 
steps out of chronic poverty and to help 
societies to make a decisive move 
towards balanced and sustainable 
development.  Let us generate a uniquely 
African Green Revolution.’ 21 

The World Bank’s World Development Report 
(WDR) 2008 called for greater investment in 
agriculture in developing countries. 22 The 
WDR 2008 recognised that agriculture has 
been neglected by governments and donors 
over the past 20 years, despite the finding that 
GDP growth originating in agriculture is four
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times more effective in reducing poverty than 
GDP growth originating outside the sector. 
The Report warned that the sector ‘must be 
placed at the center of the development agenda 
if the goals of halving extreme poverty and 
hunger by 2015 are to be realized.’ In 
launching the WDR 2008, the World Bank 
Chief Economist, Francois Bourguignon, 
declared: 

‘The challenge is to sustain and expand 
agriculture’s unique poverty-reducing 
power, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and South Asia where the number of 
rural poor people is still rising and will 
continue to exceed the number of urban 
poor for at least another 30 years.’ 23 

The World Bank has pledged to double to 
US$800 million (A$1.24 billion) its annual 
lending to Africa. In response to the global 
food crisis, the Bank has established a 
US$1.2 billion (A$1.85 billion) rapid 
financing facility.  Significantly, Australia 
was the first bilateral donor to contribute to 
that facility with a commitment of A$50 
million.  This timely contribution has 
attracted attention in recent international 
meetings on the crisis and has earned praise 
from the World Bank President, Robert 
Zoellick. 24 

Recent initiatives to promote sustainable 
agriculture in Africa 
The revitalisation of smallholder agriculture in 
Africa is being accelerated by two important 
continent-wide initiatives: the Alliance for an 
African Green Revolution (AGRA) and the 
Millennium Villages Project.  AGRA was 
established in September 2006 by the 

Rockefeller Foundation and the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation and aims to spur 
rapid rural economic growth through multi- 
partner investments across the agriculture value 
chain. 25 Chaired by Kofi Annan, AGRA’s 
initial investments are in support of better seed 
systems, improved soil health and improved 
smallholder access to water and markets. 

Building on the conclusions of the UN 
Millennium Project, 26 the Millennium Villages 
Project is using targeted public-sector 
investments that raise rural productivity and 
lead to increased private sector savings and 
investments. 27 Like AGRA, the Millennium 
Villages Project also places agricultural 
productivity improvement at the core of its 
agenda, but simultaneously invests in health, 
education, family planning, environment, and 
infrastructure.  With financial support from the 
Government of Japan, through the United 
Nations Trust Fund for Human Security, and 
individual and corporate philanthropic 
contributions through Millennium Promise, 28 

the MVP has expanded to more than 10 
African countries, reaching over 400,000 rural 
poor.  In early results, villages have generated 
crop surpluses, met caloric requirements, 
provided cash earnings through diversification, 
increased school attendance through locally 
grown school meals, and reduced malaria 
prevalence. 

Both AGRA and the Millennium Villages 
Project support and reinforce the efforts of the 
New Partnership for Africa’s Development’s 
(NEPAD) Comprehensive Africa Agriculture 
Development Programme (CAADP).  CAADP 
aims to mobilise investment around four 
strategic themes: land and water management;
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infrastructure and markets; food supply and 
ending hunger; and research, technology 
dissemination and adoption. 

The scientific underpinning of agricultural 
productivity improvements in Africa has been 
strengthened by more than three decades of 
research by the international research centres of 
the Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) and their 
national, sub-regional and regional partners. 29 

Four of the CGIAR’s 15 research centres are 
headquartered in Africa; the other 11 have 
programmes on the continent.  The CGIAR- 
supported centres spend more US$200 million 
(A$309 million) annually on agricultural 
research for African smallholders. 

Malawi demonstrates that agricultural 
productivity improvements are possible 
In mid-2005 the Government of Malawi 
responded to a drought-induced food crisis 
with a national scheme to subsidise improved 
seed and fertiliser. 30 Drawing on US$58 million 
(A$90 million) from its national budget in 
2005 and US$63 million (A$97 million) in 
2006, the program reached most of Malawi’s 
smallholder farmers, most of whom are 
women.  Maize production doubled in the 
2005/6 season and almost tripled in 2006/7. 
Favourable rainfall undoubtedly aided this 
remarkable recovery.  However, the growing 
conditions in 2005/6 were broadly comparable 
to the 2001/2 and 2002/3 seasons when 
relatively small subsidies were provided.  The 
surplus of over a million metric tons in 2007 
enabled the country to export maize to 
Zimbabwe and to contribute to World Food 
Programme procurements. 

Malawi’s experience demonstrates the 
feasibility and value of investing in food crops 
as a first step towards structural transformation 
and sustained economic growth.  The genetic 
foundation of the hybrid maize varieties used in 
the program comes from the International 
Maize and Wheat Improvement Center, which 
has benefited from considerable Australian 
financial support and scientific collaboration. 
In a country where agriculture employs 78% of 
the national labour force and provides food 
security and livelihoods for over 10 million 
people, agricultural productivity growth will 
have a direct positive effect on the achievement 
of the MDGs.  Beyond the most obvious 
impacts on reducing hunger, the maize 
surpluses reduced disease incidence and 
increased school attendance.  Communities also 
report increased economic activity in areas 
where productivity increases have been most 
pronounced. 

Notwithstanding this remarkable achievement 
in Malawi, solutions are still needed to address 
the serious risks of drought and dry spells, both 
through water management technologies and 
the spreading of financial risk.  These risks will 
be exacerbated by climate change.  Improved 
access to water, through irrigation and water 
harvesting, increases production options. 
Access to electricity increases irrigation and 
processing opportunities, while better roads 
and telecommunications improve market 
efficiency.  These remaining challenges point to 
important opportunities for Australian 
technical and financial support.
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A niche for Australian support to African 
agriculture: adapting to climate change 
At present, through the Australian Centre for 
International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), 
the Australian Government contributes around 
A$10 million annually to the CGIAR, 
representing 16% of the ACIAR budget. 31 Of 
that amount, about half is disbursed as 
unrestricted core budget, while the balance is 
allocated to the international centres on a 
competitive basis employing tripartite research 
linkages among scientists from the CGIAR, 
Australian and developing country partner 
institutions.  Excluding contributions through 
the CGIAR, only 1% of ACIAR project 
funding went to Africa in 2007-8, all of that 
directed to the Republic of South Africa. 

Given this low amount of current engagement, 
and drawing on the historical evidence from 
Asia (agriculture-driven growth), the current 
circumstances of Africa (low agricultural 
investment and low productivity), emerging 
examples of success (Malawi’s production 
turnaround), and the positively evolving 
institutional environment (AGRA, Millennium 
Villages Project, CAADP and the CGIAR), 
agricultural productivity improvement appears 
to be a very good investment option for any 
donor interested in the achievement of the 
MDGs in Africa. 

In crafting its strategy for Africa, we propose 
that Australia should focus on the challenge 
facing agricultural producers in adapting to 
climate change.  The Fourth Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) highlighted the particular vulnerability 
of African agriculture and all who depend on 
it. 32 In much of the continent, agriculture will 

be affected by reduced growing seasons and 
higher temperatures. 33 The IPCC reported that 
rain-fed crops in some African countries are 
anticipated to decrease by 50%, and 50-250 
million Africans will face increased water stress 
by 2020.  With less than 4% of African crop 
land irrigated, the impacts on smallholders 
could be catastrophic. Women – who bear the 
major responsibility for household food 
security in rural Africa – are especially 
vulnerable. These direct effects on agricultural 
production and food security will be 
exacerbated by greater exposure to malaria and 
other climate-influenced diseases that reduce 
labour productivity and employment 
opportunities. 

Fortunately, several practical options for 
adaptation exist: 34 

• Intensification of food-crop production 
by smallholders through better access 
to improved seed, fertiliser and water. 

• Water harvesting, sustainable 
extraction of groundwater and other 
underutilised water resources, 
conservation farming, and improved 
water use efficiency. 

• Shifts towards crop and livestock 
types/varieties/breeds with greater 
drought and heat tolerance, and 
improved pest and disease resistance. 

• Enterprise diversification towards 
higher value crops, value adding and 
off-farm employment. 

• Agroforestry and tree crops that can 
also help mitigate the effects of climate 
change through carbon sequestration. 

• Grain storage improvements (from 
household to national levels) to ensure
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Sub-Saharan Africa does have some oil and gas 
reserves but these are mainly located in North 
and West Africa as opposed to East and 
Southern Africa where Australia is keen to 
focus (Figures 4 and 5).  This situation places 
the countries of East and Southern Africa as 
importers of oil and gas which represents a 
significant obstacle to economic growth.  At the 
same time, it provides even greater impetus for 
exploration of alternative energy opportunities 
in those countries.  And it turns out that the 
countries of East and Southern Africa have 
tremendous potential for alternative renewable 
energy. 

Figure 4. Proven Natural Gas Reserves Africa 
2007 40 

Figure 5. Proven Oil Reserves Africa 2007 41 

Despite the continent’s energy poverty, energy 
projects have accounted for less than 5% of 
European aid since 1990 and that has focused 
on large-scale infrastructure. 42 Where energy is 
included in development plans, the focus is 
almost always on national utilities and 
traditional power.  The recent MDG Africa 
Steering Group recommendations called for a 
‘New Deal’ for the energy sector in Africa to 
‘plan and build transformational generation 
and transmission facilities across Africa, and 
improve the performance of power utilities.’ 43 

While the Steering Group called for an 
additional annual investment of US$11.5 
billion (A$17.8 billion) for energy, renewable 
energy was only mentioned in the context of 
hydro-power. 

On a per capita and overall basis, Africa is a 
low greenhouse gas emitter; 44 but with 
burgeoning economic growth, an opportunity 
exists for Africa to learn from the mistakes of 
the rest of the world and develop new models 
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for upscaling clean energy use.  The UN 
Millennium Project report on energy notes that: 

In some circumstances, it may be 
prudent for the poorest to consider leap- 
frogging to newer low carbon and/or 
renewable technologies even if they may 
not be strictly cost-competitive at 
present. Such circumstances may arise 
when other factors such as the cost of 
reliance on imports, domestic job 
growth, and effects on the environment 
and tourism are taken into account. 45 

African countries are coming around to the 
possibilities of renewable energy.  While 
renewable energy technologies account for only 
0.2% of total energy in Malawi, the 
government intends to increase renewable 
energy contribution to the energy mix to 5.5% 
by the year 2010. 46 

Like Australia, Africa has abundant sunshine, 
open space, geo-thermal possibilities, and a 
coastline suitable for wind and wave power. 
Australia is a world leader in renewable energy 
and the Rudd government has committed 
substantial funds to research bringing 
renewable energy solutions to scale.  Australia 
should make a commitment to bring these 
solutions to Africa. 

Solar power 
Like parts of Australia, many African countries 
receive on average 325 days per year of bright 
sunlight with the distribution being relatively 
uniform (Figure 6). 47 The potential for solar 
power to bring energy to virtually any location 
in Africa is unparalleled and opens up the 
opportunity for bypassing the need for 

expensive large scale grid infrastructure.  The 
Government says that it is ready to commit to a 
target of having 20 per cent of Australia's 
energy coming from renewable sources by 2020 
and has recently unveiled a A$3 million solar 
technology centre in Alice Springs which will 
investigate the efficacy of various models of 
solar technology.  Australia’s private sector, 
supported by government investment, is already 
experimenting with large scale projects to bring 
solar energy to scale and could share these 
innovations with Africa. 

Figure 6. Solar Land Area (1991-1993) 48 

Geothermal Power 
Geothermal power is a particularly interesting 
area for East Africa and Australia.  Geothermal 
potential is concentrated through the Great Rift 
System that runs primarily through Tanzania, 
Uganda, Kenya, Ethiopia and Eritrea. 49 50 

Preliminary studies in Uganda have shown 
potential in the west of that country and Kenya 
has proven potential of 7000 megawatts that 
the Kenyan government is eager to tap.  Kenya 
currently has three functioning geothermal
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power sources and is looking to increase 
capacity dramatically. 51 

The University of Queensland recently opened 
the Queensland Geothermal Energy Centre of 
Excellence which represents the largest 
investment in geothermal energy research in 
Australia.  These types of initiatives suggest an 
opportunity for engagement of Australian 
researchers and the private sector to engage in 
projects in Africa to harness renewable energy 
potential and to share lessons that will benefit 
both continents. 

Wind and wave power 
Africa has abundant potential for wind and 
wave power.  Africa’s long coastline presents a 
significant opportunity, especially in southern 
Africa.  The African Wind Energy Association 
reports that there are already a number of 
existing wind energy projects in the following 
countries: 52 three in South Africa, four in 
Morocco, one in  Namibia, two in Egypt, one 
in  Eritrea, one in Libya, two in Tunisia,  and 
one in Algeria.  South Africa in particular has 
an abundance of wind power potential and is 
already seeing significant domestic and 
international investment in pilot projects in the 
Western Cape.  While landlocked countries 
generally have less wind power potential than 
coastal areas, work in Uganda has found that 
around lakes and hilltops, there is sufficient 
wind power to run a small turbine to drive 
water pumping and comparable activities. 
Thus even small-scale wind projects can help 
with simple agro-processing or pumping. 

Australia’s opportunity in renewable rnergy 
Renewable energy is a policy area in which very 
few of the large global actors currently engaged 

in Africa are involved.  The UN Environment 
Programme and the African Development Bank 
provide some funds and niche donors like the 
Danish government are involved, but this is far 
from a crowded field.  Australia could 
contribute to developing successful projects 
that could lead the way in innovating models 
for delivering renewable energy to rural areas. 
This would be a significant contribution to 
economic development, research and 
innovation, and would have important lessons 
for Australia as well.  There are synergies with 
the new Australian government’s commitment 
to renewable energy: Programs such as Solar 
Cities and the Renewable Energy Equity Fund 
could be adapted to contribute to the African 
re-engagement and research institutions such as 
the University of Sydney’s new Institute for 
Sustainable Solutions could play a role in 
developing models for action. 

Other areas of Australian comparative 
advantage 

Besides sustainable agriculture and renewable 
energy, Australian research and development 
organisations maintain world-leading skills in 
other activities.  These should be considered as 
possible additional areas of inclusion into 
AusAID’s re-engagement planning on a case- 
by-case basis, depending on demand from 
specific African nations. Global health remains 
an area of expertise for Australia and more 
progress against health indicators is certainly 
needed for Africa to achieve the MDGs. 

Global health is, however, a very crowded 
arena in Africa.  In 2006, US$20 billion (A$31
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billion) was committed by rich countries as 
ODA – much of which went to Africa  (Figure 
7).  More than US$10 billion (A$15 billion) 
was made available in 2007 for HIV activities 
alone and this figure increases substantially 
each year with significant contributions from 
major global actors including the World Bank, 
Global Fund for AIDS, TB and Malaria, and 
the US government.  Health funding 
represented 17% of overall official 
development assistance in 2006, an increase 
from 13% in 2001. 

Figure 7. Total Health ODA Commitments, US 
billions 53 

With such a crowded field, it might be 
advisable for Australia to avoid the area of 
global health in its re-engagement with Africa. 
If policy-makers are particularly keen to 
contribute to the great needs in African health, 
however, then they should find areas of 
comparative advantage where Australia can 
contribute something innovative, rather than 
duplicating or minimally adding to other larger 
efforts.  There are several such areas of 
potential comparative advantage for Australia 
to consider. 

HIV control among intravenous drug users 
Australia is seen as a world leader in HIV 
prevention and care among intravenous drug 
users (IDUs). The Australian response served as 
a model for Canada and elsewhere, yet there 
has not been a rigorous effort to work with 
other countries on adapting this model. While 
the majority of HIV transmission in Africa is 
heterosexual, there are very few groups 
working with the pockets of drug users in 
countries such as Kenya, Tanzania and South 
Africa. Indeed, the US government's PEPFAR 
program, the largest source of funds for the 
HIV response in many countries, does not work 
with IDUs, leaving it to other donors. This is an 
area where Australia could step in and fill an 
important, neglected niche. 

Activities such as needle exchange and 
education have proven very successful in the 
developed world 54 55 56 57 and there is increasing 
evidence of need for such programs in sub- 
Saharan Africa. 58 A recent report noted that 
injecting drug use in Kenya and South Africa 
appears to be more common than previously 
believed.  In 2000, HIV prevalence rates of 
9.8% were reported in a sample of Nigerian 
drug users. 

Non-communicable disease 
Australia is a world leader in cardiovascular 
disease care and in non-communicable disease 
(NCD) in general.  Researchers are increasingly 
becoming engaged in projects in India, China 
and Southeast Asia as well as the Pacific and 
are developing successful treatment and 
prevention programs.   Though Africa currently 
suffers from a disproportionate burden of 
infectious disease, a transition is underway to 
higher levels of NCDs.  While the vast majority 

$7.2  $7.6 

$11.2 

$13.3 

$16.5 

$20.1 

2 0 0 1  2 0 0 2  2 00 3  2 0 04  2 00 5  2 0 06



Page 16 

Policy Brief 

Shared Challenges and Solutions 

of global health focuses on infectious disease, 
this area might be an appropriate niche for 
some limited Australian investment. 

Maternal health and fistula treatment 
Maternal health is another area for potential 
Australian involvement.  There is certainly a 
substantial need in this area, with the majority 
of countries in Africa unlikely to meet MDG 5 
on reducing maternal mortality. 59 A woman in 
sub-Saharan Africa has a 1 in 22 lifetime risk of 
maternal death – compared to a 1 in 8000 risk 
in industrialised countries. 

While women’s health remains neglected 
globally when compared to HIV interventions 
and child health activities, Australia’s potential 
impact in this area of need is limited and an 
engagement in this area would not meet the 
goal of finding niche areas where Australia can 
have an important impact.  One area that 
would meet this requirement would be fistula 
treatment.  Obstetric fistula occurs during 
prolonged obstructed labour.  A hole develops 
between the vagina and bladder or vagina and 
rectum, leading to permanent incontinence.  It 
is essentially a result of poverty and lack of 
access to obstetric health services.  Australian 
Dr. Catherine Hamlin is a world leader in this 
effort through her fistula hospitals in Ethiopia 60 

and an effort to support the expansion of such 
efforts, along with linked midwifery training 
programmes, to a wider range of regions in 
Ethiopia or to other countries in Africa, would 
be a dramatic statement of Australia’s 
commitment to women’s health and to health 
system capacity development. 

Effective delivery systems for aid to Africa 

Critical decisions are also needed about the 
way additional Australian aid might be 
structured and delivered.  Questions include 
where the aid should be focused, the role of 
delivery systems, and the allocation of funds 
across different initiatives. 

Geographic focus 
Australian funding is limited and if disbursed 
among the many countries of East and 
Southern Africa it will be extremely diffused. 
Australia might instead choose to focus on a 
specific country or subset of countries such as 
the East African Community comprised of 
Tanzania, Uganda, Kenya, Rwanda, and 
Burundi and/or a comparable southern African 
bloc.  Strategic considerations might include 
emphasising countries that are currently 
relatively neglected by the majority of donors. 
Eritrea might fall into this category.  Some 
countries have cultural links to Australia 
through the Commonwealth or through large 
migrant communities.  A further alternative is 
to include countries that are seeing significant 
Australian investment.  The Lowy Institute 
Paper Into Africa notes that South Africa, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Tanzania, 
Botswana and Zambia are the most frequently 
mentioned target countries for Australian 
investment in the resource sector. 

The issues on which the aid program chooses to 
focus will also influence the countries chosen. 
If renewable energy is selected as a priority 
area, for example, then those countries with the 
greatest potential, strong domestic support for 
and interest in renewable energy, and those
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who need assistance to reach set goals should 
be given priority.  Assuming an emphasis as 
recommended in this Policy Brief on agriculture 
and energy, a comparison of countries in East 
and Southern Africa reveals that the countries 
of greatest need include Burundi, Madagascar, 
Ethiopia, Eritrea, Mozambique, Uganda and 
Malawi (Table 1).  Given this data, along with 
Australia’s current relationships and capacities, 
as well as the recipient country’s political will 
to engage effectively with donors, we 
recommend a short list of countries for initial 
focus for Australia’s re-engagement with Africa 
comprising Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda. 
We also recommend that Australia should 
stand ready to assist Zimbabwe once 
governance improves in that country. 

Table 1: Under 5 malnourishment and 
electricity consumption by country 
(recommended focus countries in bold) 

Country Percentage of 

children under 5 

malnourished 61 

Electricity 

consumption 

per capita in 

kilowatt 

hours 62 

Burundi 39 73 

Madagascar 37 51 

Ethiopia 35 30 

Eritrea 35 61 

Zambia 23 598 

Mozambique 21 70 

Namibia 20 no data 

Uganda 19 66 

Malawi 18 76 

Rwanda 18 23 

Tanzania 17 85 

Kenya 17 140 

Zimbabwe 14 950 

Botswana 11 no data 

Swaziland 9 no data 

South Africa no data 4313 

Aid delivery and funding allocations 
As Australia looks to re-engage with Africa, 
there might be an inclination to set up new 
systems to deliver the increased aid.  Current 
trends in international development, however, 
best represented by the Paris Declaration on 
Aid Effectiveness, emphasise harmonised 
approaches that limit duplication and the 
establishment of parallel systems by various 
donors. 

For investments in sustainable agriculture, the 
CGIAR centres present an effective ’ready 
made’ delivery mechanism.  With a long history 
in Africa and established partnership with 
African governments, universities (both local 
and Australian), non-governmental 
organisations, regional coordination bodies, 
and ACIAR, the CGIAR centres are well 
positioned to receive and disburse 
programmatically restricted and project-based 
funding.   Another possibility would be to 
allocate targeted programmatic support 
through AGRA and the World Bank’s Multi- 
Donor Trust Fund. 

In an area such as renewable energy that might 
initially be research-focused, university-to- 
university partnerships might be appropriate. 
Another avenue for development in this area
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would be through public-private partnerships, 
which can inject funds into infrastructure that 
governments could not initially afford. 63 These 
partnerships could leverage existing and 
developing Australian private sector expertise 
in renewable energy. 

Working through existing mechanisms or 
through partnerships is especially necessary 
given that AusAID currently has limited 
representation in Africa.  This partnership 
model reinforces the importance of dialogue 
during the design of Australia’s aid program. 

For the sustainable agriculture and renewable 
energy focus areas in particular, an early 
emphasis should be placed on research, 
demonstration, and capacity building.  The 
areas in which Australia can best contribute are 
largely emerging areas that do not have 
sufficient scientific and operational evidence of 
how to make them work in less developed 
settings.  Such an approach would require 
partnerships to be developed with existing 
research institutes and implementing bodies. 

Given the level of need and opportunities for 
Australia and African partners, we suggest the 
following funding allocation of Australian 
funds committed to re-engagement with Africa: 
60% for sustainable agriculture and climate 
change adaptation; 25% for sustainable energy; 
and 15% for other activities such as priority 
health interventions.  While acknowledging 
that such an allocation is open to discussion 
and change, the large allocation to agriculture 
would allow Australia to have a significant 
impact during the current global food crisis as 
well as over the longer term.  At the same time, 
the allocation to sustainable energy would 

provide for the development of research, 
innovation and partnership models to guide 
future spending by the World Bank and others 
as renewable energy gains a higher profile in 
less developed countries. 

Conclusions 

While the Pacific and South East Asia will 
remain Australia’s priority regions for 
development assistance, re-engagement with 
Africa presents Australia with an opportunity 
to play a significant role in the sustainable 
development of the poorest continent.  At the 
same time, it provides an opportunity for 
AusAID and others to be creative and flexible 
in leveraging local expertise to address shared 
challenges. 

Based on an analysis of Australia’s capacity in 
relation to African needs and areas of policy 
neglect by the donor community, we suggest 
that Australia should focus its African 
development program on sustainable 
agriculture and renewable energy.  Australia 
can make a substantial contribution through 
practical solutions in these areas and can 
enhance Australia’s role as an effective 
development partner.  Moreover, these areas 
represent common challenges faced by Africa 
and Australia. 

In order to maximise Australian efforts in these 
areas, we propose that Australia allocate 60% 
of its African development funds for 
sustainable agriculture, 25% for renewable 
energy activities and 15% for other activities 
such as health.  While these allocations are 
somewhat arbitrary and are open to change, we
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believe that is important to set quantitative 
targets and reassess their relevance after three 
to five years. 

Geographically, the focus of Australian ODA 
should be on a subset of not more than seven 
countries chosen based on need and the 
political will of recipient countries to work 
effectively with donors: Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Malawi, Mozambique, Rwanda, Tanzania and 
Uganda.  Restricting aid to a limited number of 
countries ensures focus and a concentration of 
limited funds on high priority states. The dire 
needs of Zimbabwe should be considered once 
governance improves. 

Finally, a re-engagement with Africa, if focused 
on important niche areas of Australian 
comparative advantage, will not only 
contribute to sustainable development in Africa 
but will also contribute to the strengthening of 
AusAID’s work in the Asia-Pacific.  The 
opportunity to be nimble, innovative and 
creative in Africa can bring new ideas and 
methods of working to AusAID’s existing areas 
of focus.  Lessons from Africa, in particular on 
providing renewable energy sources to isolated 
populations, could be particularly relevant to 
the Pacific Island and PNG contexts. 
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