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0. Abstract

The Canadian government frequently cites altruistic motivations for its foreign aid, as

opposed to self-interest. Despite extensive literature on major aid contributors, Canadian official

development assistance (ODA) in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) remains under-examined and

presents a research gap. This paper aims to (1) assess Canada's claims of altruism in aiding the

SSA region, and (2) bolster transparency in an increasingly opaque aid landscape.

To evaluate “altruism,” I use a countercyclical model to identify instances when annual

ODA increases despite a recipient country's negative GDP growth. This approach aligns with the

notion that “altruistic aid” should be independent of donor nations' economic returns. An

“altruistic case” arises when Canadian ODA grows even while the recipient nation experiences

negative growth. Analyzing the World Bank’s dataset on Bilateral Flow of ODA, I found that 21

of the 46 instances from 2010-2020 (45.65% of all bilateral ODA) can be categorized as

Canada's “altruistic aid” to SSA.

When compared to the 24 cases of “altruistic donations” from 1970-2010 (52.17% of all

bilateral ODA), the subsequent decade witnessed a 12.5% decline (or a 6.52 percentage points

decrease) in Canadian “altruistic aid.” My paper probes the connection between this decline and

the Conservative Party of Canada (CPC)’s foreign policy from 2008-2015. This paper also offers

case study evidence from Ethiopia. Exploiting the sectoral breakdown of bilateral ODA, I

provide further support of self-interested Canadian aid motivations and present it as the cause of

ineffective aid in Ethiopia over the past decade.

3



1. Introduction

Since the 1960s, billions of dollars have been channeled through bilateral foreign aid to

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). The primary objective of these bilateral foreign aid, also known as

official development assistance (ODA), centers around poverty reduction and economic

development (Younas 2008). For nearly half a century, SSA’s total share of ODA has been

growing — from approximately 22 percent in the 1960s and 1970s to about 35 percent in the

2000s (World Bank 2021). The region’s total share of ODA peaked in 2006 at about 56 percent

before dropping to 37 percent in 2019 (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Sub-Saharan Africa’s total share of ODA (World Bank 2021)

However, the landscape of ODA has undergone significant changes in recent years. The

emergence of new actors has diminished the dominance of traditional Western donors, reshaping

the makeup of the landscape of foreign aid to the SSA region. Notably, the BRICS nations
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(Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) have contributed over 22% of loan financing

over the last 10 years (World Bank 2021). On an individual basis, China emerged as the primary

aid source over the past decade (World Bank 2021). The rise of these unconventional donors

have decreased the level of transparency exhibited in the foreign aid landscape, particularly as it

relates to the flow of foreign aid into the SSA region (Isaksson and Kotsadam 2020; Isaksson and

Kotsadam 2018; Asmus et al. 2017; Fan et al. 2014).

As non-Western donors gain prominence within the ODA landscape, scholarly attention

has shifted away from conventional Western donors. This oversight has led to a lack of

transparency and accountability for conventional ODA, especially when it comes to smaller

players like Canada. However, given Canada’s proclaimed “altruistic aid” and professed

“moralism” on the international stage, scrutinization of the sincerity of aid remains vital (Global

Affairs Canada 2020). In our context, “altruism” refers to the provision of assistance to benefit

the well-being of the recipient without expecting economic, political, or strategic returns (Batson

and Shaw 1991). Understanding altruism in aid is crucial for revealing donor intentions and their

long-term impact on developing nations (Global Campaign for Aid Transparency 2017).

Consequently, the motivations behind this paper is two-fold:

1) Address the research gap by examining Canada's claims of altruism in aiding

Sub-Saharan Africa.

2) Enhance transparency within an increasingly opaque foreign aid landscape.

To examine “altruism” in the context of Canadian foreign aid to SSA, I use a

countercyclical ODA model to identify instances when annual ODA increases despite a recipient

country's negative GDP growth. This approach aligns with the notion that “altruistic aid” should

be independent of donor nations' economic returns (Civelli et al. 2015). An “altruistic case”
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arises when ODA grows even while the recipient nation experiences negative GDP growth.

Analyzing the World Bank’s dataset on Bilateral Flow of ODA with my model, I specifically

focus on the period from 2010-2020 — which has largely remained unexamined. My data reveals

that less than half of the ODA interactions from this period can be categorized as “altruistic aid,”

exhibiting a 12.5% decline compared to previous decades (Civelli et al. 2014). My paper probes

the connection between this decline in altruism with:

1) The Conservative Party of Canada (CPC)’s foreign policy agenda from 2008-2015.

2) Ineffective ODA in Ethiopia, Canada’s largest ODA recipient in Sub-Saharan Africa.

A case study approach is utilized to establish the connection between aid ineffectiveness

in Ethiopia and (a lack of) “altruistic aid” from Canada as a donor. This qualitative approach

seeks to accompany the quantitative countercyclical model to provide a holistic view of tackling

the question of Canadian aid motivations to Sub-Saharan Africa.

2. Background and Literature Review

2.1 Historical Context of Sub-Saharan African Economic History

Much of the scholarly literature examining aid and economic development stems from a

Western-centric perspective that focuses on the global north as the protagonists of the narrative,

with the global south (and Sub-Saharan African in particular) viewed as a supporting character.

As such, this section seeks to reframe the “hero and sidekick” narrative by equally weighing the

voices of the global north and south — and this begins with a brief examination of the economic

history of the Sub-Saharan Africa region.

During the late colonial period, numerous countries in SSA were tremendously rich in

natural resources and agricultural outputs. As Robert Bates wrote, “Palm oil in Nigeria,
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groundnuts in Senegal, cotton in Uganda, and cocoa in Ghana” were once considered to be

among prosperous industries in Sub-Saharan Africa before production, exports, and earnings

decreased in recent decades (1984). Prior to the concentration of the world’s three-fifths of the

poorest population in Africa, the late colonial days saw Zambia “more industrialized” and

equivalent in wealth as Portugal (DeLong 2022). One of the core reasons behind SSA’s decline

was due to the immense scale of the slave trade, where more than 21 million individuals were

enslaved from Africa — which left a persistent level of social distrust that adversely impacted

long-run economic growth (Nunn 2008).

Other scholars have focused instead on the geography of Sub-Saharan Africa as the

central piece to the region’s economic growth story. Bloom and Sachs argue that the “curse of the

tropics” led to lower agricultural yields, more widespread diseases, and higher transportation

costs that decreased foreign investments and technology transfers (1998). Acemoglu, Johnson

and Robinson contend that the increased rates of tropical diseases discouraged European

settlements, and in turn created less representative public institutions (i.e., rule of law) —

ultimately contributing to more resource extraction (2001). The necessity of foreign aid into

contemporary Africa is rooted in the colonial efforts and resource extraction put in place by the

global north (Easterly 2007).

Foreign aid into Sub-Saharan Africa began in 1947 with the institution of the Marshall

Plan (Center on Foreign Relations 2023). The foreign aid initiative was started by the U.S. to

provide economic assistance in the aftermath of WWII — and eventually turned into the

contemporary form of official development assistance that focuses on political, economic, and

humanitarian causes (Brautigm and Knack 2004).
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As we move beyond the historical contextualization of SSA economic development and

the timeline of foreign aid, contemporary scholars have pondered why the presence of

“global-north foreign-aid effort on the scale of the Marshall Plan” currently exhibited in

Sub-Saharan Africa has failed to accelerate a triumphant trajectory of economic growth (DeLong

2022). To get to the root of this question, we must examine the motivations behind contemporary

foreign aid to determine the causes behind the continued stagnation of Sub-Saharan African

economies. In other words, are the contemporary frameworks of foreign aid investments into the

SSA region motivated by self-interest or altruism?

2.2 Schools of Thought on the Altruism of Aid

Previous scholarships which examine foreign aid have exhibited a variety of perspectives

in terms of the degree of altruistic motivations. It is important to note that donor motivations are

likely to fluctuate over time periods while realistically exhibiting a mixture of multiple rationales

— as such, this literature review section primarily focuses on analysis of donor motives within

the past two decades.

The self-interested view argues that foreign aid is almost entirely motivated by

self-interest for the donor nation. Scholars from economics and political science have pointed to

various motivators – such as trade benefits, supportive UN votes, and balance sheet benefits via

purchases of donor country exports – as primary factors that prevent bilateral ODA from being

considered as “altruistic acts” (Younas 2008). Berthélemy and Tichit (2004) utilizes panel data

analysis to establish one of the first papers examining how aid allocation was affected by trade

interests while Berthélemy (2006) utilizes geopolitical dummies to further capture self-interested

trade motives in the distribution of foreign aid. Alesina and Dollar (2000) provides one of the

first analyses on the utilization of supportive UN votes as an instrument to capture the
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self-interested motives of donors, in which Dreher, Nunnenkamp, and Thiele (2006) confirmed

with more recent data on the UN general assembly votes. It should also be noted that political

science research similarly reflects the presumption of donor self interest (Schrader, Hook, and

Taylor 1998; Moyo 2009; de Mesquite and Smith 2010).

The altruistic view dictates that foreign aid tends to exhibit motivating factors beyond

self-interest, as evidenced by the lack of “return” to a donor’s ODA. In particular, motivations

beyond self-interest can be attributed to recipient need and the merit of the recipient (Civelli et

al. 2015). Pierre and Lumsdaine (1993) were one of the earliest scholars that presented evidence

which tied the primary motivation for aid allocation to recipient needs in SSA. Audet (2013)

renewed this perspective and applied it to more recent data by contending a lack of reciprocal

demands tied to Canadian aid from 2001 to 2010. The altruistic perspective remains realistic by

conceding on the claim that the ODA stemming from most countries are in reality motivated by

self-interest, with a selective few exhibiting appearances of altruistic motives (Civelli et al.

2015). Beyond the donor countries’ self-reported motivations, the altruistic scholars reference

the adoption of standardized accounting methods, which objectively ensures the transfer of

development finance yields no benefits to the donor countries (Civelli et al. 2014).

In response to the altruistic scholars’ line of reasoning, the scholars from the

self-interested school responded by identifying the immeasurability of ‘indirect benefits’ that

yielded no direct financial returns but rather come in forms such as votes in multilateral

organizations (Bearce and Tirone 2010). Aid scholars have attempted to address this point of

contention by developing models that empirically signal the motivation of ODA and reasonably

provide labels of “strong altruism” (Civelli et al. 2014). From the period of 1970 to 2010, it was

revealed that approximately 17% donor-recipient pairs (out of 2,603 samples) satisfied the
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criteria of “strong altruism,” demonstrating motivations either rooted based in recipient needs or

recipient merit (Civelli et al. 2014). Utilizing this model as a point of inspiration, this paper seeks

to apply a similar approach to specifically examine Canadian ODA into Sub-Saharan Africa.

2.3 Efforts of Canadian Bilateral ODA into Sub-Saharan Africa

Canada's formal engagement in Official Development Assistance (ODA) began in the

post-World War II era, although various forms of assistance and international relief efforts from

Canada can be traced back even earlier (Pierre and Lumsdaine 1993). Canada has served as one

of the core contributors within the Development Assistance Committee — which is a subset of

OECD countries responsible for 95% of the globally reported ODA (Civelli et al. 2014). The

caveat here is the emphasis on “globally reported” ODA as some of the world’s largest donor

countries do not publish the breakdown of their ODA. The lack of transparency in the context of

foreign aid activities has made assessments regarding the true impact of global aid the subject of

much speculation (Strange et al. 2013).

Canada's claims of “altruistic aid” is evident in the annual reports of the Canadian

bilateral aid efforts, which often underlines the nation's commitment to moralistic and ethical

international engagements (Canadian International Development Agency 2012). In recent

decades, the Canadian government’s proposed emphasis on environmental sustainability along

with the alleged goals of alleviating poverty and promoting human rights have maintained

Canada’s reputation for “altruistic aid” (Global Affairs Canada 2020).

With this in mind, Canada has historically been considered to be amongst one of the most

moralistic countries in terms of its commitment to aid on poverty alleviation, often claiming the

top rankings among Scandinavian countries (Center for Global Development 2020). Starting

with an analysis of Canadian aid over 1949 to 1989, Pierre and Lumsdaine (1993) has
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categorized the “ethical impetus” for the country’s bilateral aid efforts. Audet (2013) utilizes

religious nongovernmental organizations as an instrument to examine the lack of reciprocal

demands tied to Canadian aid historically. Black et al. (2016) emphasizes the historical

significance of maternal and child health as Canadian ODA sectoral targets compared to the

focus on extractive sectors from other bilateral ODAs. While some scholars have pointed out a

mixture of aid motivations (between altruistic intentions and national / diplomatic interests), the

vast majority of academics designates Canada as one of the most selfless foreign aid donors

(Brown 2012; Swiss 2012; Black et al. 2016).

As scholars have focused on addressing historical Canadian aid motivations, an evident

research gap has emerged as it relates to the examination of contemporary Canadian aid. While a

general consensus has been reached on the broad level of historical altruism exhibited by

Canada, donor motivations tend to fluctuate drastically over different time periods (Civelli et al.

2015). Given this oversight, Canadian ODA has been the victim of significant shrinks in funding

from 2010 to 2016 (AidWatch 2022). At the same time, Canadian ODA is exhibiting its lowest

performance in decades — as evident from the 47% decline in ODA performance from 1985 to

2017 (Figure 2). ODA performance here refers to the ratio of aid as a percentage of gross

national income, indicating the relative budget the government is allocating towards bilateral aid.
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Figure 2: Canadian ODA performance ratio from 1980 to 2017 (AidWatch 2022)

The 47% decline (or 0.22 p.p) in Canadian ODA performance over the last 4 decades

underscores the importance of scrutinizing aid motivations, especially in the present day. As

such, this paper seeks to spark the return of examination of Canadian foreign aid into

Sub-Saharan Africa for the sake of global accountability and the “deeply rooted [Canadian]

values for justice and equity” (Tomlinson 2000).

2.4 (In)effectiveness of ODA in Ethiopia

The case of Ethiopia deserves particular attention given the large share of ODA it

receives from both Canada and the world. Along with Sudan, it received the largest share of

ODA across all Sub-Saharan African countries in 2008 (Smith 2013). From 2010 to the present,

Ethiopia has remained as the largest (or second largest) recipient of Canadian ODA in the

Sub-Saharan Africa region (OECD 2023).
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Beyond the large share of foreign aid that the country receives, Ethiopia has also

experienced a chain of crises in recent years that call for attention. From the Ethiopian ethnic

conflict and the food insecurity and drought crisis that began in 2016 to the Tigray regional

conflict and COVID-19 pandemic that started in 2020, the country remains a key contender for

global aid (International Rescue Committee 2023). All of the aforementioned reasons call for an

in-depth case study of Canadian-Ethiopian bilateral aid.

In terms of the effectiveness of ODA in Sub-Saharan African contexts, numerous

scholars have contended that the nature of foreign aid is detrimental to the growth of the

recipient country (Bauer 1971; Easterly 2007; Moyo 2009; Deaton 2015). Beyond the general

critique on the effectiveness of ODA, foreign aid into Ethiopia is worthy of particular

examination. Zewide (2017) presents evidence for the “negative and significant impact” that

ODA exhibits on short-run agricultural growth in Ethiopia while Siraj (2012) demonstrates the

country’s high dependency on foreign aid, which has resulted in inflated volatility in its growth.

Meyer (2012) specifically addresses the human-right abuses that have remained in Ethiopia

despite the flow of foreign aid into the country, indicating stagnancy in social progress. The root

cause of ODA ineffectiveness in Ethiopia stems from a variety of factors: lack of policy

coherence, failure to effectively manage and measure aid impact, inefficiencies of operations,

and recipient country’s inability to govern effectively (Smith 2013). As it relates to this paper’s

findings, it is evident that the sources of ODA inefficiency are exhibited in the case of Ethiopia.

Through the overview of the literature on ODA in Ethiopia, it is evident that an

examination of Canadian ODA specifically into Ethiopia has been omitted from scholarly

research. One reason could be the historical steady flow of Canadian ODA into Ethiopia, though

this has seen drastic changes over the past decade (as discussed in section 5.2). Another reason
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could be the relatively small proportion of Canadian ODA compared to other bilateral donors.

Nevertheless, examinations on the motivations of Canadian foreign aid should reasonably

include an in-depth case study on one of the single largest recipient countries in the history of

Canadian ODA. Through this case study, the paper seeks to address the question of Canadian aid

motivation and examine its relationship with the effectiveness of aid in Ethiopia.

3. Data and Methodology

3.1 Data

Two main sources of data are utilized in this paper to tackle the inquiry on aid

motivation. The first data set comes from the IMF DataMapper, which provides measurements of

the real annual GDP by country — which was used as a measure of economic performance (IMF

2023). This dataset was cleaned via restricting the selection to only Sub-Saharan African

countries. The selection of Sub-Saharan African countries stems from the Library of Congress’

Africana Collections (Library of Congress 2023). Moreover, the dataset was then processed by

calculating the real GDP growth per country per year. The real GDP growth information is

needed as an input into our model, described in the following section. The last piece of data

cleaning was conducted by restricting the time period from 2010 to 2020. In terms of

justifications for the timeline, a few are provided: 1) the paper seeks to provide insights that are

most relevant to the discipline and utilize the most recently available datasets, 2) the 10-year

period presents an appropriate timeline to measure long-term outcomes, and 3) the years of 2010

to 2020 serve as a continuation of most of the scholarly research examining Canadian aid —

which mostly conclude with the year 2010 (Civelli et al. 2014). The cleaned and processed IMF
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GDP dataset was cross-referenced with the dataset on Real GDP Growth by country, provided by

the World Bank DataBank to confirm its accuracy (IMF 2023).

The second dataset focuses on Canadian bilateral aid to each Sub-Saharan African

country (World Bank 2023). This dataset also stems from the World Bank DataBank to ensure

data consistency (i.e. in terms of the units of measurement in USD). The source was also

validated with another dataset focused on Canadian ODA from the OECD (OECD 2022). Similar

to the dataset on GDP, this dataset was cleaned and processed to determine the real ODA growth

per recipient country on an annual basis. The two datasets were ultimately merged (for the period

of 2010 to 2020) to form the working dataset utilized in this paper.

3.2 Methodology

In this section, the paper describes the model that is developed to generate empirical

signals for distinguishing measures of “altruism.” The model that is created is a measure of

countercyclical donation that is associated with “altruistic behaviors” of foreign aid. The model

is grounded in the notion that “altruistic aid” should be independent from any self-interested

gains for the donor. (Civelli et al. 2014). As such, an “altruistic occurrence” arises when the

donor aid grows even while the recipient nation experiences negative GDP growth (and is unable

to provide any economic returns). In other words, an occurrence of countercyclical donation (or

donation against economic uptrend) is considered as an instance of “altruistic aid.”

While critics may claim that this is not a direct measure of ‘returns’ to the donor nation, it

is inevitable that Canada’s interests are tied to a recipient country’s macroeconomic performance

once it has provided development financing to the nation. If this were to be compared to the case

of investing in the stock market, would it be likely that an investor’s interest is not tied to the

growth of its invested portfolio (in the absence of short-selling)? Simply put, the model interprets
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aid as “altruistic” when Canadian ODA into a country continues to grow even with negative

outcomes exhibited in the recipient nation.

The model of countercyclical donation is inspired by previous examinations of the

efficacy of foreign aid (Civelli et al. 2014). However, this paper has redesigned the model to

develop a focused algorithm that is applied specifically for the dataset on Sub-Saharan Africa.

The model is applied to the aforementioned working dataset via the following steps:

1. The ODA and GDP growth rates for SSA recipients from 2010 to 2020 is calculated.

2. The ODA-GDP growth difference is computed (where a positive difference indicates an

instance of countercyclical donation).

3. An aggregate threshold of 50% is applied to arrive at a binary evaluation of “altruism.”

My model only considers aid into a specific country as “altruistic” on an aggregate

level if half (or more) of ODA over the decade have persisted countercyclically (or

despite economic downturns).

Compared to similar algorithms of countercyclical donation developed in previous

papers, which only requires a 10% countercyclical threshold to be categorized as “altruistic,” this

paper believes that a 50% or more threshold is justified given claims of “altruism” must be

demonstrated in a majority of the instances. Essentially, only countries that received five (or

more) instances of countercyclical donation were given a “yes” categorization in the “altruism”

column — see Figure 3 below for the finalized model output.
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Figure 3: Simplified Table of Countercyclical Donation Occurrences from Canada (author’s model)

A comprehensive table of the countercyclical calculations can be seen in Appendix A.
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4. Findings

4.1 Altruistic v. Weak Altruistic Cases

As evident from Figure 3, there are 21 total cases where Canadian ODA demonstrated

altruistic behavior from 2010 to 2020. The recipient nations of “altruistic aid” were: Benin,

Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Côte d'Ivoire

(Ivory Coast), Gabon, Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Lesotho, Liberia, Mauritius, Mozambique, Niger,

Nigeria, Sao Tome and Principe, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Togo, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

Utilizing Angola and Benin as examples to walk through the model, it is evident that over

the period of 2010 to 2020 Canada donated “countercyclically” to Angola only 4 out of the 10

years while donating “countercyclically” 7 times to Benin. With our threshold of 50% (or 5

countercyclical donations), only Benin would be given a binary value of “yes” in the altruism

column while Angola would not be considered to have received aggregate “altruistic aid” from

Canada. Instead, Angola (and other SSA countries that have received 4 or less countercyclical

donations over the time period) would be considered to have received “weak altruistic ODA,” a

term coined by Civelli et al. (2014) in their examination of donor aid motivation. The concept of

“altruistic ODA” and “weak altruistic ODA” is covered more in depth in section 4.3, whereby a

visualization of the two types of aid motivations are distinctively reflected onto a map of SSA.

Please note that only 46 countries are included in Figure 3 rather than the entirety of the

49 total SSA nations due to data limitations from 3 countries: South Sudan, Swaziland, and Cape

Verde. All 3 omitted countries are smaller nations with limited resources and struggle to capture

international attention. South Sudan is a new nation (independent from Sudan in 2011) and

struggles with conflict / instability while both Swaziland and Cape Verde are smaller nations that

experience difficulty garnering global attention due to geographical and logistical constraints.
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4.2 Examination of the Official Languages of Altruistic Aid Recipients

The list of recipient nations consist of countries that are English-speaking,

French-speaking, both, or neither. There are 5 English-speaking countries (Gambia, Lesotho,

Liberia, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone), 11 French-speaking countries (Benin, Burundi, Central

African Republic, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Côte d'Ivoire , Gabon, Guinea-Bissau,

Mauritius, Niger, Sao Tome and Principe, and Togo), 4 countries that speak neither English nor

French (Mozambique, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe), and 1 country that speak both English

and French (Cameroon). The categorization of ‘English-speaking’ or ‘French-speaking’ for each

country stems from the official languages of each nation (Nations Online 2023).

There can be several lines of reasoning for the majority of “altruistic donations” being

allocated to French-speaking nations: 1) greater colonial footprint of France in Africa, 2) existing

ties to France through shared membership within la Francophonie, 3) deliberate policies driven

by Canadian politicians and their domestic agendas, or 4) an alternative explanation. Based on

previous research which examined the ties between ODA with former colonial ties, it is the

belief of this paper that a combination of greater French colonial footprint in Sub-Saharan Africa

along with Canadian policy agendas serve as a mixture of causes behind the greater prevalence

of French-speaking “altruistic aid” recipients (Taylor-Leech and Benson 2017; Schmitt 2020;

Vitantonio 2022). The correlation between French-speaking recipients and the policy interest of

French-Canadian politicians signals self-interested motivations given the substantial role of

shared language (and culture) in bilateral trade (Melitz and Toubal 2014; Ebber and Toubal

2016). Future research should confirm this observation via examinations into the British and

French neocolonial presence into these recipient nations along with a breakdown of ODA

stakeholders from Canada.
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4.3 Geographic Exploration of Altruistic Aid Recipients

A visualization of the 21 African nations that received “altruistic aid” from Canada is

seen below in Figure 4. The recipient nations that received “altruistic ODA” are represented in

green while the countries that received “weak altruistic ODA” (as defined by exhibiting four or

less cases of countercyclical donations stemming from Canada) are displayed in dark gray. The

light gray countries either obtained no publicly available data (such as South Sudan) or are not

categorized under Sub-Saharan Africa (such as Morocco).

One interesting insight demonstrated by the geovisualization is the concentration of

countries that are near coastlines. Approximately 71.4% of the nations that received “altruistic

aid” from Canada are coastline countries (15 out of 21) while only 21.6% of the countries are

landlocked (6 out of 21). It is important to note that this correlation between Canadian “altruistic

ODA” recipients and the large proportion of coastal countries does not necessarily establish a

causal relationship. While this observation of coastal countries may be a function of the

unbalanced share of coastal countries in Sub-Saharan Africa broadly (67.3% of SSA countries

are coastal countries, while only 32.7% are landlocked), there is still a 4.1 percentage point

difference between the “altruistic ODA” recipients that are coastal compared to the overall

proportion of coastal countries in the SSA region. The paper contends that this observation may

be a signal of disproportionate investing in coastal countries, due to higher long-run economic

returns via ease of trading and geopolitical significance (and thus suggests more self-interested

motivations). Other viable causes for this disproportionate representation of coastal ODA

recipients include a) closer historical ties between Canada and coastal SSA nations, b)

accessibility and connectivity of coastal countries may be perceived to enable more aid

feasibility, and c) security concerns of coastal nations that call for more aid necessity.
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However, prior research points to the direction of self-interest as an explanation for this

disproportionate representation, which claimed “The economics of aid, therefore, constitutes a

part of donor nations’ commercial strategy to secure larger trade benefits” (Younas 2008). In this

situation, it appears as though the self-interested school of thought may prevail over the altruistic

school given the overwhelming evidence seen by postcolonial ties and long-term trade interests.

While this preliminary finding does not constitute conclusive evidence, it does conform to

previous frameworks in their claims to ulterior motives besides the explicitly-stated altruism.

Figure 4: Geovisualization of African Nations with Altruistic Canadian ODA (author’s model)
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5. Discussion

5.1 Comparison of Outcomes with Other Models

Beyond descriptive analysis of the model generated, a comparison against other measures

of “altruistic donations” to recipient countries can be evaluated. In a study examining global

ODA into SSA, Canada exhibited 24 cases of annualized “altruistic ODA” over the period of

1960 to 2010 (Civelli et al. 2014). My paper’s model shows that the number of “altruistic cases”

decreased by 3 in the years of 2010 to 2020. There could be a variety of reasons for the cause of

the decline: effects of the pandemic, downturn of international macroeconomic conditions,

deterioration of the domestic Canadian economy, political conditions of recipient nations, etc.

However, it is the belief of this paper that the leading explanation behind the decrease in

‘altruistic’ ODA carried out by the Canadian government is mainly due to the everlasting effects

of the policies under the Conservative Party of Canada (CPC).

Under the CPC, commonly known as the ‘Tories’, the Harper administration closed down

several key funds that Canada had originally established for Sub-Saharan Africa. The Canada

Fund for Africa (CFA) initiative was terminated on March 31, 2008 — which at the time

represented one of only a handful of ODA initiatives stemming from Canada (Canadian

International Development Agency 2010). Despite the holistic and effective approach of the

Canada Fund for Africa, which saw research and development, polio eradication, water and

sanitation oversight, and research for HIV/AIDS each receiving fifty million dollars, the Fund

was shut down because of the rise of its counterpart — the Canada Investment Fund for Africa

(CIFA) (Canadian International Development Agency 2010). Instead of funding public projects,

the CIFA focused on private investments in Africa and included significantly more leveraged

contributions compared to the initial CFA. After the Harper administration was defeated by
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Justin Trudeau and the Liberal Party of Canada (LPC) in 2015, the CIFA was shortly shut down

on December 30, 2016 (Global Affairs Canada 2019). The Conservative Party’s overemphasis on

fiscal returns in terms of its foreign aid policies is the key to decreased “altruistic aid” into

Sub-Saharan Africa.

However, the mere loss of 3 counts of ‘altruistic’ ODA is a positive signal behind some

of the recent initiatives undertaken by the Trudeau administration. The Africa Renewable Energy

Initiative (AREI) started in 2017 has seen a total inflow of $154 million CAD into “accelerating

high-impact renewable energy projects in Sub-Saharan Africa” while the newly-developed 2020

Canada-African Development Bank Climate Fund has already exhibited a $132.9 million CAD

investment into “climate change mitigation and adaptation across Africa” (Government of

Canada 2023). These aforementioned initiatives, conditional on their continuation in future

administrations, may prove to be a turning point for Canada’s return to being one of the top

altruistic donors in the world.

5.2 Case Study of Canadian-Ethiopian Bilateral Aid

Moving beyond macro-level analysis of Canadian ODA into Sub-Saharan Africa, an

in-depth examination of bilateral aid broken down by sectors generates additional insights to

help answer the question of donor motivation. This paper has selected Ethiopia as the country for

a case study given its large presence among Canadian ODA recipients. From 2017 to 2023,

Ethiopia is the third largest aid recipient (after Ukraine and Afghanistan) — receiving a total of

$736.8M in bilateral aid (Global Affairs Canada 2024). Accounting for ~1.6% of the total

bilateral ODA distributed by Canada during the time period, the apparent policy target areas

include (in order of listed priority): gender equality, child and youth issues, environmental

sustainability, climate change adaptations, climate change mitigation, biodiversity, and
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desertification (Global Affairs Canada 2024). While these policy areas are the alleged focus of

Canadian aid, the following analysis will reveal concealed target areas that illustrate motivations

beyond altruism.

The DevData dashboard from Global Affairs Canada enables the investigation of

Canadian bilateral ODA broken down by sector allocation (2024). Of the $736.8M in aid

distributed to Ethiopia from 2017: $216.8M has gone into humanitarian assistance (~29.4% of

distributed aid), $130.9M into health and sexual reproductive rights (~17.8% of distributed aid),

$110.0M into other aid expenditure (~14.9% of distributed aid), $100.6M into agriculture

(~13.7% of distributed aid) and $44.9M into governance (~6.1% of distributed aid) (Global

Affairs Canada 2024). The other $133.6M is spread evenly across other sectors: education,

business and financial services, industries, social services, general environmental protection,

water supply and sanitation, conflict and securities, communications, trade and regulations, and

forestry (in total accounting for the rest of the ~18.1% of distributed aid). Only data from 2017 to

2023 are included given the availability of information provided by the source. A detailed

breakdown of the total ODA sectoral distribution can be seen in Figure 5 below.

Despite the significant amount of bilateral aid to Ethiopia, the country remains one of the

poorest nations in the world — ranking 176 out of 193 countries according to the United Nations

HDI (2022). With over 70% of the country’s population under the age of 30, youth

unemployment remains a persistent issue in an “underdeveloped private sector” (Global Affairs

Canada 2021). Gender inequalities remain perpetual in economic participation, political

involvement, education and health (World Economic Forum 2023). Given the poor economic and

social outcomes, it is evident that the flow of ODA into Ethiopia has proven to be ineffective.
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Utilizing a sectoral breakdown of ODA, this section presents self-interested Canadian

motivations as the root cause of ineffective aid in Ethiopia over the past decade.

Figure 5: Total Canadian-Ethiopian ODA by sector (Global Affairs Canada 2024, author’s analysis)

A comprehensive table including the breakdown of the two sectors can be found in Appendix B.

It is important to note that while the majority of sectoral allocation appears to exhibit

altruistic motivations, a significant portion of bilateral aid does not accurately distribute towards

their intended sectors (especially in nations where local corruption is prevalent). In fact, an audit

of similar Canadian ODA efforts in Tanzania (from 2016 to 2020) had over 9% of aid projects

missing key documentation — suggesting potential misuse of funding (Global Affairs Canada

2023). Similar cases have also occurred in Ethiopia, with the latest evidence stemming from the
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suspension of food aid from the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) in 2023

due to an inability to reach the intended population (Reuters 2023). Despite the prevalence of aid

corruption, this paper is unable to definitively attribute specific dollar amounts to misallocation

in Ethiopia due to data limitations. As expected, the misallotment of aid often goes unreported

and is considered to be one of the most prevalent obstacles in the realm of foreign aid (Dreher

2011; Dreher et al. 2016).

While aid corruption has contributed to the ineffectiveness of ODA in Ethiopia, a closer

examination of the flow of Canadian aid into the country reveals a concealed level of

self-interest at play. From 2017 to 2020, total ODA into Ethiopia experienced a $28.5M decline

(or a ~22% decrease) with the entirety of the reduction stemming from shrinkage in humanitarian

assistance (a $28.3M or ~72% decrease). This decline occurred simultaneously with Ethiopia’s

worst drought in 50 years, which impacted food security of more than 10 million people —

leading to widespread protests and the country’s first declared state of emergency in history

(Global Affairs Canada 2021). While critics may reference the reallocation of aid from

humanitarian assistance towards more relevant aid target areas, such as agriculture, Figure 6

below demonstrates the wide range of budget cuts across all aid target areas from 2017 to 2020

— except for governance, business and financial, and industries.

The evaluation of decreased altruism in Ethiopia up until 2020 lines up with the output of

the countercyclical donation model, which yielded 0 instances of Canadian “altruistic donations”

to Ethiopia from 2010 to 2020. In fact, the model resulted in negative ODA-GDP growth

differences during the time period — indicating overwhelming evidence for self-interested aid

motivations. The alignment in results serves as an external validation of the model’s accuracy.
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Figure 6: Breakdown of Canadian ODA into Ethiopia (Global Affairs Canada 2024, author’s analysis)

A comprehensive table including the quantitative sectoral breakdown can be found in Appendix C.

Returning to the assessment of the contrarian sectors over the period of 2017 to 2020, the

three sectors of ‘governance’, ‘business and financial,’ and ‘industries’ are carefully examined.

Governance comprises investments into “government and civil society” while business and

financial entails “banking and financial services,” and industries comprises “mineral resources

and mining” (Global Affairs Canada 2024). While ‘governance’ ODA can be reasonably

categorized as altruistic in nature, it is evident that investments into the two extractive sectors of

‘industries’ and ‘business and financial’ reflect Canada’s “increasingly integrated commercial

self-interest into its foreign aid program” (Brown 2023). In fact, the rapid intensification of

Canadian investments into extractive sectors, and mining in particular, is displayed across the

global ODA portfolio since the early 2010s (Brown 2023). Moreover, it is interesting to see how

the two extractive sectors are labeled with particularly vague language while the other sectors

obtain much more descriptive labels.
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When examining the two extractive sectors of ‘industries’ and ‘business and financial’

separately, it is evident that there is a large increase in ODA investments in both these sectors

from 2017 to 2020. For ODA investments into mining (‘industries’), the Canadian government

allocated an additional $5.2M (or a ~186% increase) over the three years. Similarly, investments

into banking and financial services (‘business and financial’) jumped by $2.9M (or ~88%) in the

same period. However, the signal for self-interested aid motivations (via rise in extractive ODA)

only continued until 2020 — as demonstrated by Figure 7 below.

Figure 7: Extractive ODA investments in Ethiopia (Global Affairs Canada 2024, author’s analysis)

A comprehensive table including the breakdown of the two sectors can be found in Appendix D.

Despite the small (but growing) share of total ODA into these two extractive sectors from

up until 2020, their symbolic value is substantial. Canada’s continued investments in the mining

and banking sectors in Ethiopia illustrates the direct economic interest Canada obtains in the

recipient country — rather than “altruistic aid,” these funding allocations should be more

accurately categorized as financial investments. The decision to invest into extractive sectors

were “donor-driven” and demonstrated limited potential to fulfill Canada’s stated altruistic
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objectives, while simultaneously proving to be beneficial for private Canadian companies

(Brown 2023). Rather than contributing to sustainable development in Ethiopia, these

investments provide additional evidence of Canada’s pursuit of economic returns — which aligns

with the synthesis from section 4.3 on the overrepresentation of coastal ODA recipients.

Aid effectiveness can be undermined when donor priorities are driven by self-interest

rather than altruistic objectives. Conforming to the contentions of dependency theorists,

conventional ODA models perpetuate reliance by the recipients as donor nations obtain an

interest in maintaining its relatively-superior position for economic advantages (Easterly 2006;

Moyo 2009). In the case of Canadian-Ethiopian ODA, it is evident that investments into the

mining and banking sectors represent a lack of policy coherence between the interests of the

donor and the recipient – a framework laid out by Smith – leading to ineffective aid (2013).

From 2020 onwards, the uptrend in altruistic-leaning aid (via both the increase in total

ODA along with the decrease in extractive ODA investments) aligns with the analysis of

Canadian domestic policy in section 5.1. The upsurge in “altruistic aid” matches with the timing

of the Trudeau government’s renewed commitment to sustainable development financing to

Sub-Saharan Africa, such as the birth of the Canada-African Development Bank Climate Fund in

2020, the Ethiopian-specific Peace and Stabilization Operations Program (PSOP) that began in

2021, and the renewed Canada Fund for Local Initiatives in 2022 (Government of Canada 2022).

5.3 Case Study of Altruism in Chinese ODA v. World Bank Aid

While measures regarding the morality of aid can easily be generalized into altruistic and

self-interested, it is vital to keep in mind the nuances behind apparently-binary evaluations that

determine the claims of ‘good’ or ‘bad’. A case that sheds light on the aforementioned nuance

can be seen in the comparison between Chinese foreign aid and aid funded by the World Bank in
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Sub-Saharan Africa. In recent years, Chinese aid has seen a dramatic increase both in absolute

terms and relative to the share of global foreign assistance in general (Dreher and Fuchs 2011).

Upon initial comparisons between the aid of Chinese (ODA-like) foreign aid and World Bank

development assistance flows, Isaksson and Kotsadam utilizes nighttime light as a measurement

to derive outcomes related to economic activity and local corruption (2018). The authors contend

that Chinese aid projects contribute to local corruption but exhibit no observable impact on local

economic activity, while World Bank aid projects improve local economic activity while

demonstrating no evidence of contribution to local corruption (Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018).

Though it might be easy to jump to the conclusion that Chinese aid should be considered

as purely self-interested and World Bank aid projects are considered to be more altruistic, further

examination reveals that African recipient nations often prefer Chinese aid for its lack of

conditionality and the absence of restrictions placed on the strained bureaucracies of the

developing nations (Dreher et al. 2016). Scholars have also praised China for its speediness in

executing development initiatives and its responsiveness to the needs of recipient nations,

allowing African countries to escape the cycle of dependency on Western donors (Brautigam

2011). This is not to mention the initial measures of corruption exhibited from Chinese aid

mainly stem from the transmission of local norms, in which the authors fail to fully consider the

cultural context of Chinese economic transactions. The concept of关系 (“guanxi”) dictates an

implied “dyadic relationship between individuals in which each can make unlimited demands on

the other” and plays a key role in Chinese business dealings (Winters 2013). As such, Western

perspectives often misconstrue “guanxi” as a form of corruption, favoritism, or nepotism. While

this may not necessarily serve as the primary explanation behind the increased ‘bribery’ of local

officials seen in SSA regions with Chinese development projects, this line of reasoning does
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offer an explanation behind the authors’ evidence regarding how Chinese presence impacts local

norms (Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018).

While the intention of this section is not to defend the positioning of Chinese aid projects

but rather to illuminate the nuances behind understandings of altruistic behavior and

self-interested behavior in the context of development assistance. Moreover, the segment seeks

to reveal Western biases pertaining to notions of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ as the analysis conducted in

this paper seeks to deviate away from conventional Western understandings of altruism.

6. Conclusion

6.1 Limitations and Future Research

There are three main limitations to this study. Firstly, the countercyclical model exhibits

limitations since any delayed impact (or “stickiness”) of aid that fails to adjust in real time to

economic performance was unable to be accounted for due to data availability. Future research

should aim to collect first-hand data on aid disbursements to better capture any delayed impacts

or "stickiness" of aid in countercyclical models. Additionally, employing advanced econometric

techniques, such as vector autoregression models, could help account for the dynamic

relationship between aid flows and economic variables over time.

Secondly, the decline in “altruistic aid” can be reasonably attributed to several other

reasons — including macroeconomic downturn and the political conditions of both the recipient

nations and Canada domestically. In other words, the countercyclical model suffers from

endogeneity concerns as other possibilities may have also contributed to the decline in

“altruism.” To address the endogeneity concern stemming from multiple factors, future research

should employ an instrumental variable analysis or propensity score matching to isolate the
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causal effect of macroeconomic downturns, political conditions, and domestic factors in Canada

on the observed decline in “altruistic aid.”

Lastly, while a sectoral breakdown of aid was conducted for the case study of Ethiopia,

the analysis is still impacted by data consistency and availability concerns. The available data

only covers the period from 2017 to 2023 while the proposed timeline began in 2010. Future

research can work around this issue by either a) limiting the scope of research to only the period

in which data is made available by Global Affairs Canada or b) exploring alternative data

sources, such as reports from recipient governments, to create a comprehensive dataset of aid

allocation over time. Additionally, the research would also prove to be more accurate with the

utilization of multiple case studies (or perhaps the macro investigation of aid allocation

breakdown by sector for the SSA region broadly).

The author also believes that it will be of tremendous value to explore the official

documents publishing the Canadian ODA efforts, especially over the time period of 2010 to

2020 (whereby the Conservative-majority parliament transitioned into a Liberal-majority

parliament in 2015). A more qualitative analysis inspecting the foreign aid language and

linguistics utilized by the Canadian government will allow for a more holistic evaluation

regarding the “altruism” of Canadian ODA. More specifically, the rhetorical analysis will shed

light on the nuanced understandings of altruistic and self-interested behavior as laid out in the

case study on Chinese v. World Bank aid in section 5.3.

6.2 Key Takeaways and Implications

Utilizing GDP and ODA data accessed from the World Bank, this paper develops a

countercyclical donation model that measures the number of occurrences whereby Canadian

ODA growth is positive despite negative GDP in the recipient nation — these instances are
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labeled as “altruistic ODA” behavior. My analysis demonstrates 21 separate countries in

Sub-Saharan Africa that received “altruistic bilateral ODA” from the government of Canada over

the period of 2010 to 2020. With this finding, I derive four main takeaways:

1) The majority of the “altruistic aid” recipients (11 out of 21) were French-speaking

countries. While a variety of reasons may exist to explain this phenomenon, previous

research findings indicate this observation to signal self-interested motivations on the part

of French-Canadian politicians, who may be utilizing trade advantages with recipient

nations (via a common language) to promote domestic policy agendas.

2) 71.4% of the “altruistic aid” recipient nations are coastline countries, compared to the

baseline of 67.3% of coastal nations in Sub-Saharan Africa. While this 4.1 percentage

point difference correlated between “altruistic ODA” recipient countries and coastal

countries is not causal, it does raise questions regarding Canada’s proclaimed objectives

of “altruism.” The author believes that this finding serves as a secondary support for

Canada’s self-interested “trade benefits motive” that exploits coastal nations’

accessibility to ports and transportation (Younas 2008).

3) When compared to “altruistic aid” donations from previous decades, the period examined

in this paper saw a 12.5% decline in Canadian “altruistic bilateral ODA.” The

depreciation of “altruistic aid” recipients is interpreted as the result of the divestments of

foreign aid initiatives pursued by the Harper administration since the early 2000s. With

the replacement of the Canada Fund for Africa (CFA) with the private-sector-driven

Canadian Investment Fund for Africa (CIFA), the Conservative Party of Canada’s

excessive emphasis on fiscal returns led to the decline of “altruistic donations”. Since the
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Trudeau administration’s wholesale resumption of mission-oriented initiatives in 2020,

the level of “altruistic aid” donations have exhibited significant uptrends (Figure 6).

4) The culmination of Canada’s self-interested aid motivations in Sub-Saharan Africa are

exhibited through growing investments into extractive sectors in Ethiopia up until 2020,

the start of Canada’s focused sustainable ODA initiatives. Along with increased foreign

aid into the mining sector by ~186% and the banking sector by ~88%, Canadian ODA

divested from humanitarian assistance in Ethiopia by ~72% from 2017 to 2020 (Figure

7). The resulting ineffective aid serves as an antithesis to Canada’s proclaimed objectives

of altruism and poverty alleviation.

While the adoption of sustainable initiatives in 2020, such as the Canada-African

Development Bank Climate Fund, have yielded positive results thus far (Figure 6), future

policies must go beyond investments in “altruistic” sectors but also divestments from

self-interested (or extractive) sectors. Recommendations such as the one proposed by Brown

(2023), on the withdrawal of investments in mining to reduce dependency, should serve as a

blueprint for future policies. The survival of “altruism” on the international stage hinges solely

on the action (and inaction) we take today.
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7. Appendix

Appendix A: Table of Countercyclical Donations from Canada from 2010 to 2020
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Appendix B: Total bilateral ODA from Canada to Ethiopia from 2017 to 2023

Appendix C: Sectoral Breakdown of Canadian ODA into Ethiopia from 2017 to 2023
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Appendix D: Extractive Sectoral Breakdown of Canadian into Ethiopia from 2017 to 2023
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