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ABSTRACT

The amount and form of aid distributed to foreign countries may depend on the contexts and
characteristics of the recipient countries. Donors who have aid relations with poorly governed
countries, while emphasizing good governance, may have to adjust aid tools to circumvent
weak institutional environments. In keeping with the literature on aid in contexts of weak
governance, the paper analyses donors’ strategies in Tajikistan — an understudied country with
geostrategic importance to traditional donors - showing how bilateral donors provided
controlled aid. Donors disbursed aid mainly in the form of projects, a highly controllable aid
type. Donors, while clearly interested in Tajik governance, appeared to sidestep politically
sensitive areas probably fearing uncalled-for diplomatic frictions with the Tajik leadership.
Nonetheless, donors did touch on some politically sensitive issues via non-state channels,
enabling them to avoid direct interactions with Tajik authorities. Operating in poorly governed
countries can be complicated for bilateral donors: they are accountable to their domestic
taxpayers; they have to devise sophisticated aid strategies to achieve aid efficacy, especially in
countries also deemed strategically important; and they cannot risk compromising bilateral
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relations.

Introduction

Foreign aid is typically justified as a response to recipi-
ents’ needs, but its amount, form, and efficacy may
vary depending on the contexts and characteristics of
the recipient countries. Studies suggest that aid works
better in recipient countries with good policy and insti-
tutional environments (Burnside and Dollar 2000;
Claessens, Cassimon, and Van Campenhout 2009) and
that poor governance is a major bottleneck to aid effec-
tiveness (Djankov, Montalvo, and Reynal-Querol 2009;
Ohler, Nunnenkamp, and Dreher 2012). In line with
this, the mission statements of most donors who stress
good governance highlight their application of selective
aid based on governance quality (Winters and Martinez
2015). If taken at their word, donors’ decisions around
aid disbursement should take the quality of recipients’
governance into account.

Relevant studies indicate mixed findings on donors’
responses to governance quality in recipient countries.
Some studies reinforce findings that bilateral donors
appear to allocate aid based on the policy and insti-
tutional environments of recipient countries and that
poor governance negatively predicts overall aid inflows
(e.g. Bermeo 2010; Claessens, Cassimon, and Van

Campenhout 2009; Okada and Samreth 2012). By con-
trast, others suggest that aid inflows do not necessarily
reflect governance quality and that in some cases cor-
ruption levels in recipient countries positively predict
aid inflows (e.g. Alesina and Weder 2002; De la Croix
and Delavallade 2014; Easterly and Pfutze 2008). An
explanation for this rather counterintuitive finding is
that those countries which need aid the most tend to
have weak governance and lack proper institutions.
Thus, donors may be hesitant to withdraw support
from those poorly governed countries (Acht,
Mahmoud, and Thiele 2015).

Donors concerned about the risk of aid misuse, while
intending to keep aid relations with such recipient gov-
ernments, probably approach the recipients with
different aid instruments that enable donors to better
respond to weak institutional settings. Studies indicate
that donors employ various aid delivery tactics depend-
ing on the governance quality of the recipients: Clist,
Isopi, and Morrissey (2012) and Nordtveit (2014) show
better-governed countries receive more budget
support aid; Dietrich (2013) finds donors are more
willing to channel aid funds through the recipients’
public institutions in better-governed countries;
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Winters and Martinez (2015) suggest donors provide
more diverse aid to recipients with better governance
using a larger number of aid modalities and across
many sectors. Those findings indicate donors have the
means to respond differently to various levels of govern-
ance quality across recipient countries.

Among the recipient countries with doubtful quality
of governance, Tajikistan is an interesting context
given its curious relationship with donors. The country
first drew substantial aid with its 1992-1997 civil war
and then with the United States (US) war on terrorism
in Afghanistan (Kluczewska 2020). Its geolocation con-
nected with the illegal flows of drugs and other illicit
goods contributed to drawing additional donor interests
in the country (EU n.d.). While considered to be a corrupt
authoritarian state under the ruling presidential family
(Hofman and Visser 2021; Kluczewska 2020), Tajikistan
has managed to maintain aid inflows averaging round
7% of the gross national income (GNI) over the last
three decades (World Bank DataBank n.d.). The country
has been understudied on its own in the context of
foreign aid (Kluczewska 2020). There are some relevant
studies: Abduvaliev and Bustillo (2020) assess overall
aid effects on the Tajik economic growth; Kluczewska
(2020) examines aid trends over time in the country;
and Nakaya (2009) studies Tajik transition to oligarchy
and roles of foreign aid in the post-war period. Yet,
studies on the detailed donor practices in Tajikistan
appear particularly lacking.

With these backgrounds, the paper intends to inves-
tigate how bilateral donors delivered aid to a country
that is mostly ruled by corrupt political elites yet has
geopolitical importance to traditional donors. The
paper with its findings aims to draw wider academic
attention to the country and Central Asia within the
aid literature community. Throughout the paper, the
term ‘aid capture’ follows a definition by Dietrich
(2013): aid mismanagement by corrupt authorities in
the recipient country or aid waste due to a lack of insti-
tutional capacity (Dietrich 2013). The term ‘elite group’
follows a definition by Hofman’s study on Tajikistan:
one politically affiliated to the ruling regime or with
blood ties to political affiliates (Hofman 2016). The rest
of the paper proceeds as follows: section two builds a
theoretical background; section three introduces the
Tajik contexts; section four explains the data source
and methods; section five discusses findings from the
data analysis; and section six concludes.

Theoretical background

Donors regularly interacting with poorly governed
countries may be concerned about the impact of their

aid on the recipients’ governance. Some studies linking
foreign aid and recipient governance suggest positive
associations between the two (e.g. Aronow, Carnegie,
and Marinov 2012; Jones and Tarp 2016; Mohamed
et al. 2015), whereas others suspect aid is negatively
related to the governance and public institutions of reci-
pient countries (e.g. Brautigam and Knack 2004; De la
Croix and Delavallade 2014; Lin, Vu, and Hartley 2020).
Particularly with nondemocratic recipient countries,
studies indicate aid could hinder governance improve-
ment or even help authoritarian regimes survive (e.g.
Ahmed 2012; Cooley and Heathershaw 2017; De Mes-
quita, Bueno, and Smith 2009). When aid contributes
to the nontax revenue of nondemocratic governments,
it can enable them to use the revenue to thwart political
challenges to their authority or regime. These negative
findings imply a potential dilemma for the donors who
emphasize governance quality as an important aid
objective. Those donors therefore might have to con-
sider adjusting their aid tactics, such as controlling aid
fungibility.

Aid fungibility is a phenomenon widely documented
in the relevant literature and, depending on the study
contexts, has different connotations. Generally, it refers
to a degree to which aid allocated to a specific
purpose is reallocated to finance a different purpose
(Rana 2021). For instance, at a sector level, fungible aid
can be redirected to other sectors when the aid is ear-
marked for a specific sector. At a government level, fun-
gible aid can be substituted for the recipient’s public
spending when the donor’s intention is to supplement
it (Kaya and Kaya 2020; Rana and Koch 2020). Aid fung-
ibility is often suspected to reduce aid effectiveness
(Rana and Koch 2020). This negative connotation
might stem from the donor’'s perspective that aid
diverted from the donor’s intention would likely be
used less productively (Pettersson 2007). Yet some
studies on aid fungibility suggest otherwise. For
example, Rana and Koch (2020) find fungibility can
have positive effects with valid aid reallocation in cases
that a marginal value added to the alternative sector is
higher than that of the donor’s intended sector (Rana
and Koch 2020). Pettersson (2007) finds little evidence
supporting that non-fungible aid leads to better econ-
omic outcomes (Pettersson 2007).

Nonetheless, donors operating in poorly governed
countries are often concerned about aid reallocated by
the recipient governments (Bermeo 2016). Under poor
institutional environments, more fungible or discretion-
ary aid allows corrupt authorities to access aid funds
more easily and redirect the funds for their benefits.
This could unintentionally lead fungible aid to reduce
the likelihood of improving governance in the corrupt



government (Masaki et al. 2021; Wright 2009). Therefore,
if the potential negative impact of fungible aid is per-
ceived to be high, donors may prefer to provide less fun-
gible aid to the recipient, the degree to which likely
depends on the donor’s strategic relationship with the
recipient government (Bermeo 2016). Yet Morrissey
(2006) argues this fungibility concern of donors
becomes less relevant when aid allocation preferences
between the donor and the recipient are aligned, i.e.
the recipient government allocates aid more or less
the same way as the donor desires (Morrissey 2006).

Of the highly fungible forms of aid, general budget
support has been advocated since the late 1990s with
growing emphasis on recipient ownership and account-
ability (Dornan 2017). General budget support refers to
financial assistance to a recipient government’s
budget, using the recipient’s own financial management
system and budget procedure. It provides the recipient
government with little restrictive funding (Molenaers,
Gagiano, and Smets 2017), even if it comes with a set
of policy conditions (Winters and Martinez 2015).
Accordingly, general budget support is often perceived
as donor trust in the incumbent government of the reci-
pient country and as donor endorsement of the incum-
bent’s policy choices. Its symbolic leverage thus far
exceeds that of any other aid types (Molenaers,
Gagiano, and Smets 2017). To donors, general budget
support can be highly costly for several reasons: the reci-
pient government may pursue aims that are at odds with
the donor’s goals (Masaki et al. 2021); it is harder for the
donor to monitor budget-support spending once the
fund enters into the recipient’s system; and the fungible
nature of budget support makes it highly prone to aid
capture (Winters and Martinez 2015). Given its potential
risks on donors’ side, budget support is used quite selec-
tively for recipients with valid records of governance
quality or for those who have taken required prior
actions. In some cases, donors may suspend general
budget support as a sanctioning device to send a
strong signal to the incumbent government to address
issues at stake (Molenaers et al. 2015). Budget support
suspension may also indicate a donor’s request to rene-
gotiate aid terms with the recipient government. Donors
would not use the suspension lightly unless serious gov-
ernance issues are raised in the recipient country, such
as large-scale corruption scandals, major human rights
violations, or wide-spread electoral frauds (Molenaers,
Gagiano, and Smets 2017). The United Kingdom (UK),
for example, ceased budget support in Uganda due to
the 2012 massive corruption scandal involving the
Office of Prime Minister of Uganda (DFID n.d.).

Masaki et al. (2021) assert donors likely strengthen
their political clout on the recipient’s policies when
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they entrust aid funds to the recipient’s public system
as with general budget support (Masaki et al. 2021).
Steinwand (2015) similarly suggests there is a strong
private goods component for donors because aid
going straight into the recipient’s public system affords
donors more direct influence on the recipient’s political
decision-making (Steinwand 2015). In this sense, donors
likely have a baseline preference for state-to-state aid
transfer (Dietrich 2013). However, when the institutional
quality is estimated to be low and the risk of aid capture
seems high, donors may perceive state-to-state aid
transfer implausible. The donors then should make a
choice between the recipient’s state channel and non-
state channel to deliver aid. But donors may or may
not have aid channel choices. If the recipient govern-
ment does not have a reliable public financing system,
the only channel option for the donor would be the
non-state channel.

Dietrich (2013) finds the donor channel decision
appears deliberate with the quality of the recipient’s
governance and institutions. Donors bypass recipient
governments when their quality of governance and
institution is low because poor governance probably
alerts donors to the possibility of aid capture. Therefore
the donors may seek out alternative partners allowing
them to restrict aid misused by the recipient (Dietrich
2013). Similarly, Acht, Mahmoud, and Thiele (2015)
provide evidence that bypassing recipient governments
is a donor's response to the weak state institutions of
recipients (Acht, Mahmoud, and Thiele 2015). The
study further shows bypassing is more targeted
towards aid sectors where the degree of substitutability
between aid delivery channels is high. In other words,
bypassing the state channel is more likely prevalent in
aid sectors not requiring much coordination with the
recipient government. Bypassing however is less likely
prevalent in sectors requiring sustained strong engage-
ment with the recipient government, such as donor-
assisted large-scale infrastructure construction (Acht,
Mahmoud, and Thiele 2015).

From a different perspective, Allen and Flynn (2018)
explore how the domestic politics of donors influence
their aid delivery channel decisions — assuming both
liberal and conservative governments see political
values in aid and simply use it differently (Allen and
Flynn 2018). The study argues left/liberal donor govern-
ments are more inclined to channel aid funds through
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and are more
likely to prioritize direct poverty alleviation than sup-
porting the recipient government’s agenda. In contrast,
right/conservative donor governments place a greater
emphasis on channeling aid funds through the recipient
government to promote the geopolitical and economic
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interests of the donor’s constituents (Allen and Flynn
2018). Dietrich (2016) also argues that to understand
different aid policies of donors, their political economies
need to be understood (Dietrich 2016). The study
suggests donors emphasizing market efficiency may
outsource aid delivery in poorly governed recipient
countries to improve the likelihood of aid reaching the
intended beneficiaries. By contrast, donors whose politi-
cal economies emphasize a strong state in service pro-
vision may support aid disbursement through the
state. Dietrich (2021) discusses when neoliberal donors
distribute aid, they favor non-state partners since the
donors view the role of aid as direct efforts to enhance
the lives of the poor. On the other hand, when statist
donors distribute aid, they favor public-sector partners
since the donors see the role of aid as catalytic for
overall growth (Dietrich 2021).

Taking the literature into account, donor govern-
ments that interact with weakly governed recipient
countries and relate governance issues to the higher
likelihood of aid capture may have to consider
different aid tools while factoring in their own character-
istics and preferences. To proceed with the Tajik case,
the following section explains the contexts of Tajikistan
in foreign aid and governance.

Tajik contexts in aid and governance

Upon the collapse of the Soviet Union, Central Asia
became a significant recipient of development aid. Taji-
kistan has received foreign aid, in particularly high ratios
to its GNI, around the late 1990s and early 2000s
(Table 1). Two incidences drew considerable donor
attention to the country - the 1992-1997 civil war and
the US war on terror in Afghanistan (Kluczewska 2020).

Literature describes the Tajik civil war as a power
struggle in the complex combination of regional back-
grounds, sub-ethnic groups, elite networks, and loyalty
to the legacy of the Soviet regime. It left devastating
impacts on the country, claiming at least 50,000 lives
with a tenth of its population internally displaced (Kevli-
han 2016; Nourzhanov 2005). During the civil war,
donors were mostly involved in humanitarian aid. At
the same time, the United Nations (UN) was brought in
to mediate a peace agreement as part of international
efforts to mitigate the conflict. Following the UN-
mediated peace agreement in 1997, donors started
engaging in post-war peace and state building with
many opening offices in the country (Kluczewska 2020).

Between the late 1990s and early 2000s, prominent
donors including the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), World Bank, and Asian Development Bank
mainly focused on macro-economic liberalization,

Table 1. Net official development assistance to Tajikistan with its ratio to gross national income.
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creation of legal environments, and democratization of
the country. Critics, however, argue the donors’ push
for institutional reform held back the implementation
of the 1997 peace agreement and consequently contrib-
uted to maintaining the authoritarian regime through
political power consolidation (Kluczewska 2020; Nakaya
2009).

Foreign aid to Tajikistan experienced a shift with the
US war on terror in Afghanistan in the aftermath of Sep-
tember 11, 2001. Sharing its entire southern border
with Afghanistan, Tajikistan became an essential strategic
ally to the US and European Union (EU) by providing an
alternative route for the International Security Assistance
Force, a military mission in Afghanistan (Boonstra and
Shapovalova 2012; Kluczewska 2019a; Kluczewska
2020). During this time, donors also paid more attention
to Tajik governance due to fears that a failure of the state
could raise a level of insecurity in Central Asia and beyond
(Boonstra and Shapovalova 2012; Kluczewska 2020).

Over the last three decades, Tajikistan has been under
the leadership of Emomali Rahmon. First elected in 1994,
he won five consecutive presidential elections including
the 2020 election - none of which were deemed demo-
cratic by western monitors (RFE/RL’s Tajik Service 2020a).
Under his ruling, the constitution was amended several
times allowing the president to run for office unlimited
times. In 2015, the parliament granted Rahmon the
title ‘Leader of the Nation’ making him essentially
immune to prosecution and enabling him to secure his
dominance (RFE/RL’s Tajik Service 2020a; 2020b). There
has been speculation that his eldest son, Rustam
Emomali, will succeed him as the constitution was
amended again in 2016 to lower the age threshold to
30 years for presidential candidates (RFE/RL's Tajik
Service 2020a).

The country has been criticized for its massive crack-
down on government critics and dissidents, heavy cen-
sorship of the media, repression of civic activities, and
rampant corruption - all indicative of poor governance
(HRW Tajikistan n.d.; World Bank Databank n.d.). Particu-
larly with corruption, the country was ranked in the
bottom nine percentile from 2002 to 2022; higher
numbers correspond to higher ranks (World Bank Data-
bank n.d.). One notable example to show the country’s
corruption status is the court case involving the Tajik
Aluminum Company (TALCO) and the presidential
family. The case concerning money-laundering and off-
shore companies in the British Virgin Islands was
settled in 2008 without revealing details, forcing Tajiki-
stan to spend USD 150-160 million in legal fees. This
was one of the most expensive court proceedings at
the London High Court, equivalent to 5% of the coun-
try’s GDP at that time (Nakaya 2009). Even though its
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true ownership is the subject of intense debate, TALCO
has long been suspected of exclusively benefitting the
presidential family and its associates (Hryniuk 2018).
Some major donors such as IMF and US responded to
the case by calling for an independent audit and major
reform of the company (Helmer 2008), but foreign aid
continued flowing in to the country (Table 1). Against
these contexts, the following sections examine how
bilateral donor governments provided aid to Tajikistan.

Materials and methods

Using the aid data, the paper analyses the bilateral aid
profile of the Development Assistance Committee
(DAQ) bilateral donors who report aid records annually
to the Creditor Reporting System (CRS). The analysis
did not include non-DAC donors who are not obligated
to report aid records. The aid disbursement records on
Tajikistan between 2010 and 2021 were extracted from
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) statistics (OECD Statistics n.d.). The
study period was set based on the data availability
matching the study objective. Data in the earlier years
were incomplete or missing at the aid type and
channel level. The basic unit of the analysis was each
annual aid disbursement, defined in the previous study
(Acharya, De Lima, and Moore 2006).

For the analysis of aid sector, aid type, and aid
channel, the annual aid disbursement records were
sorted by the CRS codes. The aid sector analysis was con-
ducted by sorting the aid records with the CRS numeric
purpose codes. The aid type analysis was conducted
with the CRS capital-alphabet aid type codes. The aid
delivery channel analysis was conducted with the CRS
numeric channel identification codes. Results of the aid
profile analysis focused mostly on the significant donor
group, defined by Gehring et al. (2017) as a group of
donors cumulatively accounting for around 90% of the
total aid inflow in a recipient country (Gehring et al.
2017). Before proceeding, it should be noted some
numeric results are not shown in the tables for brevity
but are explained in the relevant contexts.

Results and discussions

Bilateral aid profile and significant donors in
Tajikistan

During the last decade, a total of 28 DAC donors dis-
bursed aid (Table 2) exclusively as grants. Standard
loans consisted of less than 3% of the total disburse-
ment, most of which France and Germany provided.
Five donors — Germany, Japan, Switzerland, UK, and
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Table 2. Annual aid disbursement to Tajikistan, its significant donors and top aid sectors.

Year Yearly aid value* Significant donor Value# % total value#
2010 1711 us 497.7 28.2
2011 153.2 Germany 376.4 21.4
2012 165.8 Japan 327.8 18.6
2013 154.5 Switzerland 284.9 16.2
2014 184.7 UK 129.1 7.3
2015 153.1 Significant donor total 1615.9 91.7
2016 1294 Top sector§ Value % total value No. of donors
2017 124.5 15 315.0 17.9 26 out of 28
2018 150.8 12 2333 13.2 18

2019 119.8 " 157.4 8.9 23

2020 120.8 31 154.8 8.8 16

2021 134.4 21 151.7 8.6 5

Total value 1762.2 Top five sector total 1012.1 574 -

Note: *Constant prices (2021 USD million), 3% 28 donors: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland,
United Kingdom (UK), United States (US), # Accumulated value from 2010 to 2021, and total value USD 1762.2 million, §11 (education), 12 (health), 15 (gov-

ernment & civil society), 21 (transport & storage), 31 (agriculture).

US - comprised the significant donor group, contribut-
ing to 92% of the total disbursement (Table 2). Of the
significant donors, US was the largest contributor,
accounting for 28% of the total amount. US began assist-
ing Tajikistan in 1992 soon after its independence from
the Soviet Union, and it has since remained as the
largest aid provider to the country (USAID n.d.). US
may fit Steinwand'’s definition of a lead donor: a lead
donor has a long stable exclusive relationship with a
recipient country in which the donor continues acting
as the largest aid provider with no or few donors vying
for the role of the top aid contributor (Steinwand 2015).

Overall, the donors seemed to be gradually reducing
their assistance to Tajikistan (Table 2). Among the
donors, UK reduced its aid noticeably. It disbursed USD
16.4 million on average per year between 2010 and
2015, while the yearly average dropped to USD 5.1
million between 2016 and 2021. Although relatively
less drastic than UK, Germany reduced its aid from
USD 36 million on average per year across the earlier
period to USD 26.6 million across the later period.
Germany stated it is phasing out its bilateral develop-
ment cooperation with Tajikistan to be aligned with
the Germany’s 2030 aid reform strategy, which does
not include the country as a prioritized bilateral
partner (Germany Federal Foreign Office n.d.). In com-
parison, UK, despite its drastic reduction in aid, keeps
Tajikistan in its recipient pool for bilateral programs
(UKAID n.d.). Of the significant donors, Japan was the
only donor that increased its aid to Tajikistan. A docu-
ment published by Japan noted Tajikistan is strategically
important in part due to the Tajik water sector as well as
the regional stability of Eurasia, indicating no signs of aid
reduction in the coming years (MOFA 2023).

For sectoral aid, the top-supported sectors (Table 2)
were mostly determined by the specific sectoral inter-
ests of the significant donors (Data not shown). The

most supported sector was government & civil society
(hereafter, governance). US contributed to 49% of the
total amount this sector received, with 25 other donors
supporting it as well. While this showed the collective
donor interest in Tajik governance, it is possible the sig-
nificant donors’ sectoral interest influenced the small
donors’ practices. Small donors not necessarily seeking
aid visibility might refer to the large donors’ sectoral
choice since the sector prioritized by large donors
likely reduces uncertainties, which may decrease oper-
ational costs for small donors.

To Tajik elite groups, the bilateral donors’ intense
interest in good governance could be unwelcome
because the western concept of good governance
includes promoting democracy, accountability, transpar-
ency, rule of law, and strong civil participation (Kluc-
zewska 2019b), most of which can compromise their
political privilege. Indeed, bilateral donors appeared
wary of their potential political intrusion since they
tended to avoid highly sensitive governance areas. The
donors invested the largest share of governance aid
funds (34% of the total aid to governance) in legal and
judicial development (sub-sector code, 15130), followed
by removal of land mines and explosive remnants of war
(10% and sub-sector code 15250). In legal and judicial
development, a program financed by the largest donor
(US) supported international narcotics control and law
enforcement projects during the study period (USDS
n.d.).

Dietrich (2011) argues donors distributing aid in
highly corrupt countries look for specific sectors to use
aid more effectively, whereas corrupt recipients favor
sectors that cost less for cooperation compliance,
helping them secure additional aid inflows on their
minimum achievement of donor demands (Dietrich
2011). With this view applied to Tajikistan, satisfying
aid terms in legal development and landmine removal
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