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Producer:  Lucy Proctor 

Reporter:  Simon Cox 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

MUSIC 

 

COX: It’s the biggest humanitarian project Britain has 

financed. Over £1 billion of aid money is being spent helping Syrians to persuade them to 

stay in the Middle East and not head to Europe.  

 

EXTRACT FROM BBC ARCHIVE 

 

G OSBORN: We’ve been spending more aid than any other 

European country on the Syrian border. 

 

RUDD: We’ve already spent £1.1 billion in trying to support 

the refugees in this …. 

 

CAMERON: That is the UK’s largest ever response to a 

humanitarian crisis.  No other European country …. 

 

COX: The UK is pressing European nations to follow its lead 

and open their wallets.  In this week’s File on 4, I am on a journey to find out where our 

billion pounds is going and how much is actually reaching the refugees. 
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SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

RAHMAN: I left Syria in 2012 because we faced the death – 

bombing, shooting and random arrested for every young man like me.  The security forces 

and the military forces also arrested anybody, torture us, maybe they killing me or shooting 

me. That’s the problem. 

 

COX: Abdul Rahman fled to Jordan with his wife and three 

children. He had been an English teacher in Daraa in Southern Syria, living comfortably with 

his own villa.  But for the past three years, life has been very different. 

 

RAHMAN: Frankly very difficult, yes, because no income, because 

no money.  The Government does not allow most of the Syrian refugees from work.  Yes, this 

is real.  We are human beings.  Like you, we have sensations, feelings, emotions, yes.  I hope 

from the British Government to look to the Syrian refugees what they need.  We still survive 

in this, yes, miserable, miserable life. 

 

COX: Like the majority of the 600,000 Syrian refugees in 

Jordan, he has been living outside of the big refugee camps. 

 

ACTUALITY IN RAHMAN’S HOUSE 

 

WOMAN: This room is our living room …. 

 

COX: But now he has a new home, thanks to British aid 

money donated to the Norwegian Refugee Council, the NRC, who used it to refurbish 1,300 

houses, providing rent-free accommodation for up to two years for thousands of families. 

 

RAHMAN: Yes, the NRC really support and give the Syrian 

refugees a new house, no rent.  Really we feel with dignity, stability somehow.  No someone 

ask me please give me the rent every month, yes, that’s the problem - every Syria refugee 

suffers from this problem – the rent.  You know that real estate’s now increased in Jordan. 
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OSBORN: My name is Catherine Osborn.  I’m the Protection and 

Advocacy Adviser for the Norwegian Refugee Council in Jordan.  Why we like this project 

so much is precisely because it provides tangible benefits to the Jordanian host community, to 

Jordanian landlords. They are able to finish housing units often two years before they would 

be able to or without having to take out loans and then we’re also easing social tensions 

around a key issue of shelter. 

 

COX: The Department for International Development has 

given £4 million to this project and another £13 million to NRC for projects in Lebanon.  The 

Norwegian Refugee Council took us through exactly how it is spending this money.  First of 

all, 8.5% goes for overheads. 

 

OSBORN: These are costs that go to NRC’s operations in country 

like the rent on our office space, vehicles and cars that aren’t directly associated with the 

project, but that the wider office needs to be able to continue to function. 

 

COX: There are no hard or fast rules on how much should be 

spent on admin, overheads or staff.  In NRC’s case, its project needs a lot of workers, so 30% 

of its budget goes on staff, and this is part of what’s known as operational costs. 

 

OSBORN: For a project like the urban shelter programme, that 

means the money that goes directly to the Jordanian landlords for the housing units that are 

constructed.  It also includes a cash assistance component to cover the moving costs, and then 

it covers the programme implementation, so it’s the engineers that go out to search for new 

properties and to make sure that they meet basic standards.  It’s the social teams who go out 

and do household assessments, and it goes to the ongoing outreach support, where our staff 

go out and regularly monitor the lease agreements.  

 

COX: The Norwegian Refugee Council is just one of over a 

dozen big NGOs that Britain is funding in its Syria response.  Between them, these charities 

are receiving over £200 million.  DFID sent us a breakdown, showing how much each NGO 

was spending in either Syria or neighbouring countries.  But we wanted the same details that 

we had got from the NRC.  We contacted some of these organisations, such as the 

International Rescue Committee and Save The Children, asking for budget breakdowns, but 
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COX cont: they weren’t able to provide them.  The Department 

For International Development has these figures, but said it couldn’t give them to us as it 

didn’t want to single out any organisation, and this is something we came up against a lot in 

this programme.  But NGOs are only part of the UK’s Syria aid programme.  The bulk of the 

money, almost £600 million, goes to the United Nations – and in particular three UN 

agencies, the children’s agency, Unicef, the World Food Programme and the refugee agency, 

UNHCR. 

 

EXTRACT FROM BBC NEWS ARCHIVE 

 

CAMERON: My country helps to fund the schools here and the 

camp here while you’re away from your home, but one day we want to have the opportunity 

to go to your home.  

 

COX: Whenever a politician like David Cameron or a 

celebrity like Angelina Jolie wants to find out what the UN is doing, they head to the poster 

child for Syria aid - the Zataari refugee camp in Jordan.  Mike Niconchuk worked as an 

emergency co-ordinator at the camp for a British charity.   

 

MUSIC 

 

NICONCHUK: As you approach the camp, you see a very dead olive 

grove, so you see these really gangly, gnarly trees there that have absolutely no leaves on 

them and that’s a foreboding welcome.  The reason you know you got to the entrance is 

because there’s a huge military tank that has about seven or eight fatigued military officers on 

it.  Moving into the camp you are smacked in the face with bustling market vibes.  Right at 

the entrance there’s always a crowd of young boys selling things, people transporting goods 

in and out, someone arguing with a police officer about, ‘Oh, I just want to visit my sister 

today,’ and it’s like entering a city from out of nothing. It really has that in-your-face, all of a 

sudden you’re in an urban space. 

 

COX: The UNHCR is in charge of the camp - it registers all 

refugees, co-ordinates 180 different organisations and gives out money. 
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EXTRACT FROM ZAATARI VIDEO 

 

PRESENTER: We’re building a temporary city in the desert where 

people are coming …. 

 

COX: As if a daily invasion from the world’s media wasn’t 

enough to deal with, UNHCR made its own 15-part series about life in Zaatari camp. 

 

PRESENTER: Who would travel for up to two weeks through the 

desert with their kids to live in a refugee camp if there was any other choice? 

 

COX: One of the stars was UNHCR’s boss in Jordan, 

Andrew Harper. 

 

HARPER: It’s never easy when you are confronted with, at one 

point, fifty, sixty, seventy thousand people coming across the border per night, many of them 

being traumatised for months inside Syria.  But we stabilised the situation and we provided 

them with healthcare, education, shelter, water.  My objective is to make sure that as much of 

the money gets to the refugees and doesn’t get caught up in bureaucratic sort of 

administration costs. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

COX: But is he doing it? The UNHCR gets £115 million 

from the UK and I am trying to see, from any publicly available data, if there is a breakdown 

of how it is being spent.  So I start off here at the DFID development tracker website.  Now I 

can see various amounts on here that Britain has given to the UNHCR, but there’s no budget, 

there is just a headline figure.  So next stop is a website called dportal – this is part of a UN 

transparency project.  Now again, if I click into various countries or UN organisations, I can 

see individual payments, for example, that the UK has made to the UNHCR.  But again 

there’s no detailed budget. The UNHCR site has very little on actual accounts, but there is 

one part here that I’ve found which is individual evaluations, and there’s one in particular 

from 2013 that I’m really interested in.  It was carried out by Dorian LaGuardia into  
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COX cont:  UNHCR’s operations in Jordan and Lebanon.  So did 

he get to the bottom of how the UN was spending its budget? 

 

LAGUARDIA: We metaphorically banged our heads against the wall 

in looking at this issue.  The way that budgets and financing documents are done across the 

UN organisations is obtuse.  It is incredibly difficult to understand how they are categorising 

things, what is included and not included. I think the biggest issue for us, and one that we 

spent quite a bit of time investigating was what is directly related to helping refugees and 

what is considered overheads - the costs of keeping the lights on in senior management.  And 

in looking at those types of figures, there’s a lot of considerations that one has to take into 

account. 

 

COX: And when you would look at those, could you get a 

clear picture of how much was going towards actual projects to help refugees versus the 

overheads? 

 

LAGUARDIA: It’s not a clear picture at all, yet if you dig in, it’s 

probably somewhere between 7% and 25% depending on the activity in the country.  Now 

that’s a huge spread and some could argue that 7% may sound reasonable whereas 25% 

probably sounds high.  There’s going to be inordinate costs at the beginning of an emergency 

response - you are going to have to staff up, you are going to have to set up offices. There is a 

huge amount of start-up costs for any emergency, and yet those costs should rationalise over 

time.  You should have better mechanisms in places to make sure that the overheads stabilise 

and that there are efficiencies put in and other things to manage those costs.  I think the most 

damning thing for us about the way that the UN and UNHCR and others operate is that they 

had no mechanisms in place for that level of financial management.  They weren’t thinking 

about how can we become more efficient or cost effective from a strict financial management 

perspective. 

 

COX: So if he couldn’t get these figures and I couldn’t find 

them either, the only way to get the information was to ask the people who know directly.   

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 
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KLEINSCHMIDT: My name is Kilian Kleinschmidt.  I am the manager of 

Zaatari camp.  They call me the Mayor of Zaatari, but I’m also simply the boss. 

 

COX: This is Kilian Kleinschmidt in action.  He was drafted 

in by the UNHCR to run the Zaatari refugee camp, which he did for a year and a half.  It’s a 

vast operation and what you may not realise is that the UNHCR often gets NGOs to carry out 

work on its behalf.  The NGO may then employ a local contractor to actually do the work on 

the ground.  And each link in this chain takes a cut for their bureaucracy and overheads, and 

this is the case across the United Nations.  I had been sent a budget by one aid consultant, 

showing that this chipping away by each link in the chain can eat up a third of the budget.  

But Kilian Kleinschmidt says from his experience in Jordan, it can be even higher than that. 

 

KLEINSCHMIDT: If you think about the chain, of course, yes, the funding 

goes to a big agency, big United Nations agency, then there will be subcontractors in the form 

of Non-Governmental Organisations, aid organisations and they then in turn will turn to a 

contractor who will actually carry out the work.  That makes it possible, even up to 50% may 

go in the chain of transfer of funding.  This is maybe acceptable and should be acceptable in 

times of emergency, this is when you have to most fast, yes, but as fast as possible we have to 

rechange that to think of how would you run, let’s say the water system in a city of 100,000 

people.   You don’t have these different layers, you would have a water company or you 

would have a water provider, so we need to rationalise on that level the governance and the 

management structures in the aid sector. 

 

COX: This seemed a staggering figure, that up to half of the 

budget could go in overheads.  And this wasn’t some outsider telling me this or an embittered 

critic; he is a senior and highly respected former UN official. So what does his former boss in 

Jordan, Andrew Harper, make of this?  

 

HARPER: I think the objective has to be to try, if that was a 

figure, then to address why it was so high and to reduce it by whatever amount we can.  You 

also have to look at what is included in the 50% overhead.  Does it include the truck drivers 

who are delivering the water?  Does it include the establishment of the roads, the 

infrastructure which is taking place?  What we would normally do in any setting up of a 

refugee camp situation, we would try and work directly with the contractor or the agency who 
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HARPER cont:  could provide the support, so for instance, what we 

would try and do in a place like Jordan is use the respective ministries – ie the Ministry of 

Public Works is very efficient and effective in Jordan.  They’ve built roads at a much more 

effective rate than the private sector, for instance.   

 

COX: On that 50% figure then, just to be clear on that, does 

that sound something you’ve heard of? 

 

HARPER: I would be worried if this operation we had a 50% 

overhead. 

  

COX: But aren’t you looking at budgets?  Don’t you look and 

say, okay, how much is this costing us?  How much is going to the refugees? 

 

HARPER: Definitely.  That’s why I’m asking you if you’ve got a 

particular example then please send it to me and we can have a look at it. 

  

COX: Isn’t the difficulty that there isn’t the transparency? 

When we talk to various UN agencies, when we talk to NGOs and we say, okay, look, tell us 

what percentage, how much are you taking out of this contract?  They will say, ‘Well, we 

can’t actually, we’re not allowed to do that.’ 

  

HARPER: Well, I’m allowed to do it.  If you come over here I’ll 

show you what our budgets are and how much goes to what part of the relief effort.  

 

COX: We weren’t in Jordan when he made this offer so we 

sent one of our BBC colleagues along.  We had specifically asked to see a typical budget 

where the UN uses NGOs and contractors, but instead Andrew Harper showed us a very 

atypical one for a programme that delivers cash directly to refugees. 

  

HARPER: The latest tranche of funding that we’ve received from 

DFID is some £10 million pounds.  We’re allocating almost all of it towards cash assistance.  

It will cover 29,000 families for four months, so here, what we’re looking at is a pretty simple 

spreadsheet, because we don’t really have any interlocutors, we don’t have the traditional 
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HARPER cont:  NGOs or private contractors between us and delivery 

of assistance.  Here we’ve got the organigram, the chart and you can see here there is this 

four staff here, four Jordanians, supervised by another Jordanian staff, then supervised by an 

international, whose job it is partly to do with cash.  The final bank transfer between the bank 

to the refugee, that can range between about 1.6% to 2%, that’s considered operational costs.  

Then you’ve got the staff here and including the office premises; the computers; the travel; 

that could be another 1% or 1.5% - very, very small.  We’re actually trying to figure out how 

we can reduce it even further.  

 

COX: This does have impressively small overheads, but as he 

conceded, there are no NGOs or contractors in the chain, which is unusual for the United 

Nations.  Also the UN waived its normal 7% fee for headquarters costs, so again not typical. 

But even when you do get to see a budget like Dorian LaGuardia has, is it easy to see what 

percentage is spent on operations and what’s going on admin? 

 

LAGUARDIA: No [Laugh].  Sometimes it is if it’s a straight 

management fee, then that will be accounted for in budgets, but it’s often not, because this 

money will go into a general budget for a particular organisation and they may use that for 

some overhead costs, they might use that for direct costs.  It gets quite convoluted as soon as 

the money gets passed. 

 

COX: That sounds a bit nuts really, that there’s billions of 

dollars going in and basic financial controls knowing how efficient are they, exactly how they 

are spending the money, that it seems so difficult to find out. 

 

LAGUARDIA: Well, they are very clear about line items in their 

budget.  They know how the money has been spent from a broad line in a budget.  What they 

are not clear about is whether or not that overhead costs or costs that are directly related to 

delivering services to people in need.  

 

COX: This blurring of delivery and admin costs is something 

that the UNHCR’s own auditors pointed out in their last annual accounts.  It found a big 

chunk of admin staff had been classed as project workers, and according to the auditors’ own 
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COX cont:  figures, this meant that up to 40% of the UNHCR’s 

global staff bill was going on administration and management.  So what are they all doing?   

 

NICONCHUK: Yes, the financial reporting for UN agencies is 

notoriously complicated and frequent.  It’s a headache. 

 

COX: When Mike Niconchuk ran a project in Zaatari refugee 

camp in Jordan, he was reporting to six different people at the UN and had to fill out thirteen 

separate evaluation forms. 

 

NICONCHUK: Any deviation from an expected line item projection 

had to be approved by headquarters. 

 

COX: So that would be in New York or Geneva or Paris? 

 

NICONCHUK: Potentially, yes. 

 

COX: For any amount that you went over? 

 

NICONCHUK: In some cases, yes. 

 

COX: He recounted one very long email exchange with a 

senior UN staff member about the cost of pencils for a training course – the time they took 

doing this, of course, was obviously way more expensive than the actual cost of the pencils.  

 

NICONCHUK: At the end of the day I, as a project officer, am shuffled 

around to multiple different people within the donor agency, yet they all talk to me, so 

obviously there’s a difference in the capacity that’s expected. 

 

COX: We are not the only people asking questions about the 

effectiveness of the UN.  I have been told that at a high level meeting of European officials in 

the last few weeks, there was exasperation at the UN’s operation for Syria.  One European 

official working in the region said the humanitarian assistance was at best mediocre and that 

the UN agencies are so powerful that, as she puts it succinctly, ‘We’ve created a monster.’ 
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COX cont: Former UN insider, Kilian Kleinschmidt, says there are 

big unnecessary costs that UN agencies run up. 

 

KLEINSCHMIDT: In any agency, of course, will have, just like any 

company, it needs a basic structure to administer itself, to sell itself and so on.  I think where 

we need to rethink is, of course, the whole selling aspect, so a lot of energy goes for sure into 

promoting what you do, because you are in competition, so everybody has to compete about 

who has the best goodwill ambassador, bringing in most VIPs, so some of the media 

departments are just huge.  What my feeling as a  field person was constantly that we 

increasingly had to neglect the field operations at the price of strengthening what is needed to 

satisfy let’s say the external world rather than the key person which should be the focus – 

that’s the refugee, that’s the earthquake victim or whoever. 

 

COX: And would you be in competition as well with your 

other UN agencies? 

 

KLEINSCHMIDT: Of course, there is a big competition constantly 

ongoing of who has the best visibility, who is there first, who is planting the flag.  I mean, 

there is a very big appeal to change that.  That is the media as well to maybe change their 

approach to humanitarian action, reacting to the nicest t-shirts and the best materials which 

are produced rather than to the substance. 

 

COX: You can see what he’s talking about in the UNHCR’s 

annual accounts, where over £7 million has been spent by the agency on its press office.  But 

of course this is just the big picture.  Again there is no detailed budget.  Maybe I’d have more 

luck with another big beneficiary of UK aid money – it’s the £120 million going to the UN 

children’s agency, Unicef.  When we asked them for a breakdown of DFID’s funding, they 

directed me to this website, which is an open data site.  Now there’s documents and stats 

galore on here – how many kids they are helping, gallons of water they provide in Jordan. 

But crucially, like UNHCR, there’s no budgets and they wouldn’t do an interview, so I 

couldn’t ask them in person.  Now I’m not the only one who has hit a wall on this.  Claudia 

Williamson is an economist at Mississippi State University and has also tried to get this kind 

of detail.  How did she find it?  
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WILLIAMSON: Extremely difficult.  And this isn’t just something that 

was newly discovered in my endeavours, but has been echoed from many researchers trying 

to understand broadly where the money is going.  What we found is that whenever we try to 

get the data from the typical online sources, a lot of agencies just choose not to report.  And 

what we did in our studies is that we actually went directly to each agency’s website and then 

also sent a series of e-mails to try to get just really basic data - so staffing data, spending data, 

and even whenever we sent the email request there were a lot of nonresponses. Especially the 

UN agencies that typically do not report or do not post online were not responding with that 

information. 

 

COX: From the data that’s available, are we able to say how 

effective the aid is that is going into Syria and that region, for example?  

  

WILLIAMSON: Currently I would say no, we are not.  Perhaps the UK 

would be able to give you more refined information. So you could ask for not only who they 

gave the money to.  From there can you track that pound or dollar, for example?  Can you 

actually trace it as it goes through all the different steps?  And there’s no mechanism that I’m 

aware of where you can get at that refined level of information or data.  

 

COX: So we asked DFID, but they couldn’t tell us - certainly 

not in the detail we wanted.   We had one last option - the World Food Programme. 

 

EXTRACT FROM WORLD FOOD PROGRAMME VIDEO 

 

PRESENTER: This is the story of hope. 

 

COX: It receives the most money from the British 

Government – over £200 million.  That’s more than all the NGOs put together.  

 

PRESENTER: This is the story of what can happen when a global 

family comes together to provide 80 million citizens of the world with the basic building 

block of life – food.  And how, through the United Nations’ World Food Programme we can 

ensure that every man, woman and child has enough …. 
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COX: The WFP is taking food directly into Syria, but in 

Jordan and Lebanon Abeer Etefa, WFP’s senior spokeswoman for the Middle East, says it’s 

moving to a different model.  

 

ETEFA: WFP delivers millions of metric tonnes of food each 

year, but increasingly we’re giving hungry people cash, electronic cards or vouchers to buy 

food for themselves. We are developing these platforms and all organisations are part of that. 

Not in every single country that you will have a possibility for cash.  It’s not one size fits all.  

When we can, we will work with cash and with vouchers whenever the situation allows, but 

in many other cases we will still rely on the traditional methods of delivering food.  

 

COX: She told me most of DFID’s money in Jordan has been 

used for this food voucher programme.  But WFP has been cutting refugees from the project 

this year.  For example, in September it removed food vouchers from 229,000 refugees.  Um 

Mohammed, who came to Jordan with her five children and is dependent on WFP food aid, is 

worried she will be next for cuts. 

 

MOHAMMED [VIA INTERPRETER]: I’m still receiving WFP vouchers until 

November.  We receive a coupon worth of 60 JDs per month for the whole family.  This 

voucher reduces much burden on me and my family, but I don’t know when they will stop.  I 

heard they will stop in November. 

 

COX: She has seen what impact it can have on those who 

have had their food rations taken away. 

 

MOHAMMED [VIA INTERPRETER]: I’ve heard of many families who have to not 

send their children to school and have them work.  They say that part of the money goes to 

rent, the other part goes to buying items like food and household materials.  I think some 

families had to return to Syria because of the WFP cuts. 

 

COX: She is not the only one who is worried.  Abdul 

Rahman, who we heard from earlier, is concerned that he will receive a text from WFP telling 

him that he will no longer be getting food vouchers from them. 
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RAHMAN: WFP, they cut off, yes, this is a big miserable thing.  

There is a problem, every Syrian refugee because we are dependent on them. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

COX: WFP has been cutting food aid, because it says it just 

doesn’t have enough money, but I’m looking at their last accounts here.  This is from 2014 

and there’s a figure that really jumps out.  It’s for staff costs, which went up from £450 

million to just over £550 million. 

 

ETEFA: What we have right now is, if we provide assistance at 

the same current levels which we raise this month after we received some contributions to 

$21 per person for the extremely vulnerable people, we will be able to continue to feed 

Syrian refugees in the neighbouring countries until January.  

  

COX: But at the same time as you’re reducing rations for 

those refugees, looking again globally at your staff costs and your salaries, they went up 

almost 20% in 2014.   People will find that strange that at the same time you’re cutting food 

rations, you’re paying 20% more to staff. 

 

ETEFA: As I understand it, the increase refers to the 

improvement of benefits for locally hired staff, and this is in line with WFP focus to continue 

to rely heavily on national staff to carry on the majority of our work worldwide. This is an 

agency that’s facing unprecedented number of emergencies around the world.  If you look 

today at a region that’s like the one that I cover, we have five emergencies in this region – 

that’s Syria, Yemen and Iraq, and we have Ukraine and Libya.  This is very new to the region 

and for sure we do need, in order to respond to all these emergencies, we need to increase our 

staffing.  

 

COX: But shouldn’t you plan better?   It’s no good just 

talking to people in the region, one of the criticisms is this idea of just thinking, okay, we’re 

going to give universal coverage, give food to everyone, but not think, well, what happens 

when the money runs out in a couple of months’ time? 
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ETEFA: Well, we had the plan and this is why we have cut 

people off assistance.  We have put people in categories who are the extremely vulnerable 

that will starve and be hungry if they don’t receive assistance, who are the families that are 

vulnerable and will suffer but will not starve.  So last month basically, when we have not 

received funding, the extremely vulnerable families continue to receive assistance while the 

vulnerable ones were cut off from assistance.  We are not assisting every single refugee in the 

neighbouring countries.  We are only assisting 1.3 million when you have close to 5 million 

who are registered. 

 

COX: WFP did have one thing that no other agency had, 

which is an actual budget, publicly available that I’ve printed off here, for Syria aid, and this 

is a £16 million project for £3 million worth of food aid and vouchers for the end of 2012. 

And when you look through this you can see straight off it’s £1 million or 7% which is going 

on a management fee, that goes to WFP headquarters in Rome and that is the norm for all UN 

budgets.  And then further down there’s a further £2 million or 21% for staff, and over half of 

that, interestingly - there’s another breakdown - is for international staff and consultants.   

So that means that almost a third of this budget is going on staff and admin.  Now we also 

know that Save the Children are taking a further cut of the budget to deliver the food.  They 

wouldn’t tell us how much this was and neither would WFP.  So is this 30% for staff and 

admin fee typical for WFP projects funded by the British Government?  Abeer Etefa from 

WFP again. 

 

ETEFA: 30%? 

 

COX: Yes. 

 

ETEFA: That is not standard.  We have an operation that, as I 

mentioned, the majority of it is run by national and local staff, who are recruited from the 

countries where we are serving, and they have the expertise with builder capacities, we’ve 

trained them and, for example, inside Syria we have over four hundred staff.  Only 10% of 

them are internationals and 90% of the staff are Syrians.  

 

COX: But how efficient are all these people?  This week I 

was contacted by a former WFP staff member who had worked in the Middle East.  She told 
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COX cont: me that she was absolutely horrified by what she’d 

found.  She was paid over £50,000 tax free to write short reports and didn’t have enough 

work to do.  She found the whole operation completely dysfunctional.  Economist Claudia 

Williamson from Mississippi State University thinks you can work out how bureaucratic an 

agency is by looking at how much aid is distributed per staff member.  For DFID it’s over £3 

million pounds for each worker, whereas for WFP it’s just £20,000 – or $30,000.  

 

WILLIAMSON: This was just another way to try to understand if 

there’s bureaucracy bloat.  And one criticism has been that the aid agencies themselves are 

self-serving, suffering from budget growth, bureaucracy growth.  We hire more staff, as 

many staff as we can.  And this number gives you a little bit of insight into if that could 

potentially be happening - again it’s a rough, indirect measure.  But what you can see again is 

if you have large expenditures per staff, then that would be signalling efficiency, then if 

you’re only dispersing, like the World Food Programme, $30,000 per staff member, so that 

means that you have a lot of staff hired on salary running the administration, but you’re not 

actually dispensing that much aid to help people.  

 

COX: When we talked to the World Food Programme, they 

were talking about how lean and efficient they were and how nimble their operation was.  

That doesn’t seem to chime with those kind of figures that you’ve been looking at.  

  

WILLIAMSON: No, it doesn’t.  And again this could be reflective of 

the way we’re trying to measure lean and efficient, and perhaps what they are describing as 

lean and efficient, but given our numbers and again we don’t have specifically for the World 

Food Programme we were not able to get salaries or administrative costs, they would not 

provide us with that information.  

 

COX: And that’s exactly what we have faced repeatedly 

throughout this programme as we have tried to trace the huge amount of aid that the UK is 

pumping into Syria and neighbouring countries.  Abdul Rahman, who is directly benefitting 

from this money, says it’s not enough to keep him in Jordan. 

 

MUSIC 
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RAHMAN: Really after four months I want to leave Jordan to the 

war zone, to the war zone.  This is, maybe you can’t convey the message. 

 

HARPER: We have had a survey of 1,100 families just in the last 

three weeks.  Many of them have said that if food rations or cash assistance from UNHCR 

were cut further, then that would be a trigger to move either back to Syria or further afield.  

 

COX: Andrew Harper is the head of the UN’s refugee agency 

in Jordan. 

 

HARPER: What refugees are now saying is, okay, it’s becoming 

easier to move to Europe, and from talking to refugees we’re finding that it’s the prices of 

travelling towards Europe has become lower, the accessibility of passports have become 

easier and this is something which we have to deal with urgently.  You know, we monitor 

returns back to Syria, refugees applying for their documents in order to try and get to Turkey. 

And we’re seeing a big increase, like we’re seeing three-, four-, fivefold increase every 

month, and it’s a trend which is obviously only going one way.  It is a failure of the 

international community if refugees are basically taking it upon themselves in order to move 

further afield to seek protection and insistence.  

 

COX: Could this undermine the UK’s strategy of pouring  

£1 billion into the region?  We wanted to interview a minister from the Department for 

International Development about this, and we spent a long time trying to find out if we could. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PHONE CALL 

 

COX: Hi, it’s Simon Cox from BBC.  So I got your email, so 

it’s just to double check, is it definitely a ‘no’ for any DFID minister interview, is that right?  

And why is that?  And the problem I have my end …. 

I won’t bore you with the details, but the bottom line is that for the third time, when I’ve 

looked into the UK’s aid budget, there was no minister to answer questions.  But we did get 

this statement from DFID: 
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READER IN STUDIO: Our approach is saving lives.  Millions of people 

caught up in the Syria conflict have now received clean water, food, medical aid and shelter 

thanks to our support.  The reality is these responses are UN-led and it’s the UN that has the 

reach, influence and leverage to co-ordinate an international response of this scale. And we, 

of course, work closely and continually with our UN partners to ensure they are delivering 

maximum impact and value for British taxpayers’ money. 

  

COX: We have to take their word for it, as neither the 

Government, or the United Nations could provide the evidence. The UKs donations are 

undoubtedly providing help and relief for refugees. But if we don’t have the means to assess 

how effective Syrian aid is, how can we be sure that aid is the way to solve the migrant crisis 

by persuading Syrians to stay near home rather than head to Europe? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


