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Impact of the UK’s Foreign Aid Spending on Domestic Food Insecurity: Should Resources be Rebalanced?

Introduction
Would you donate to charity if you could not feed your own children? This central fiscal and ethical dilemma has challenged the United Kingdom, which for years committed 0.7% of Gross National Income (GNI) to Official Development Assistance (ODA) (House of Commons Library). However, a series of macroeconomic shocks have strained public and household finances. This has pushed domestic food insecurity within the UK to crisis levels, with 7.2 million affected in 2023, including 1 in 7 children, and over 3.1 million food parcels distributed (Food Foundation; Trussell Trust). For many families, this means turning to food banks or relying on free school meals just to get by. This paper examines how a phased reallocation of the UK’s foreign aid spending could directly address domestic food insecurity while sustaining core overseas commitments.

Country and Family Context
The UK is a high-income Western European nation of 68 million, with 84% urban residents and a largely services-based economy. Only 57% of food consumed is produced domestically, requiring heavy imports, especially of fruits and vegetables (World Bank; Defra, Agricultural Land Use in the United Kingdom; Defra, Agriculture in the United Kingdom, 2024). Most households shop at supermarkets and cook at home, plugging into robust social safety nets, including universal healthcare (NHS), free public education, near-universal access to electricity and internet, and a strong tradition of community support (Defra, Family Food FYE 2023; House of Commons Library, Households off the Gas Grid; ONS, Living Standards). However, recent years have exposed gaps in these protections.

Over the past decade, the UK has faced multiple macroeconomic shocks, including Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the war in Ukraine, which slowed investment and lifted in-country refugee costs, fueling inflation and growing the fiscal deficit faster than GNI (Institute for Government; OBR; ONS, Consumer Price Inflation). The cumulative effect is that, while the UK appears wealthier on paper as Gross National Income (GNI) has grown, its ability to maintain robust safety nets for its own people has weakened because the fiscal deficit has grown even faster (Office for Budget Responsibility).

The strain on the national budget has translated into strain on family budgets. Take the Johnsons in Leeds, a middle-income family of four who until recently felt financially comfortable. Now higher supermarket prices and rent have forced cutbacks. Fresh fruit and fish have disappeared, replaced by bulk pasta and tinned beans. Their children rely on free school meals, and Mr. Johnson skips lunch so there is more for dinner. Birthdays mean store-brand cake, and after-school clubs are no longer affordable. Rising rent and bus fares leave little margin, forcing the family to choose between heating their flat and traveling for cheaper groceries (ONS, Living Standards; Institute for Government). “We used to help out at the local food drive,” Mrs. Johnson says, “but now we worry we might need to go ourselves.” Even apples and chicken are now “treats,” and Sunday roasts have been reduced to little more than potatoes and gravy (Defra, Family Food FYE 2023). Like many others, the Johnsons face constant anxiety about food and dread winter, when heating costs bring even tougher choices.
Challenge and Impact
The Johnsons’ situation reflects a broader trend. From 2019 to 2023, the number of food-insecure people rose from 4.7 million to 7.2 million, or about 11% of the population, while food bank use more than doubled to 3.1 million parcels (Food Foundation; Trussell Trust). Food insecurity is no longer confined to those below the poverty line; it now affects families once considered financially secure (Food Foundation). Stagnant benefits, steep inflation, and rising bills drive families to choose between heating or eating (ONS, Consumer Price Inflation; Institute for Government; House of Commons Library, Statistics on International Development).

The burden of food insecurity falls unevenly across the UK. Vulnerable groups facing disproportionately high rates include children (nearly 17% live in food-insecure households), ethnic minorities (particularly Black and South Asian households), and disabled families (Food Foundation; Joseph Rowntree Foundation). For example, Black households are twice as likely as White households to visit food banks, and families with a disabled member face food insecurity rates 50% higher than the national average (Joseph Rowntree Foundation). Geography also contributes: rural families often face long, costly trips for groceries, while urban low-income households struggle with high rents and living costs, leading many to rely on free school meals and food banks (House of Commons Library; Defra, Food Statistics Pocketbook; Trussell Trust).

Policy Shifts. In response to a widening fiscal deficit and rising food insecurity, the UK reduced ODA from 0.7% to 0.5% of GNI between 2021 and 2023, cutting £13.27 billion (Office for Budget Responsibility; Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office). At the same time, In-Donor Refugee Costs (IDRC) rose from 3% to 28%, or £5.38 billion, as pressures on refugee support mounted (Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office). Ongoing fiscal strain has fueled calls to reduce ODA further to 0.3% of GNI (Food Foundation; Institute for Government).

These policy shifts have sparked debate: Can reducing and reallocating foreign aid meaningfully ease UK food insecurity? Financially, reducing ODA does free up funds, since it forms about 1% of government spending (House of Commons Library; Institute for Government; Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office; Overseas Development Institute). In 2023 the UK allocated £15.3 billion to ODA, or 0.58% of GNI (“Statistics on International Development: Final UK ODA Spend 2023”). With about 10% of the UK’s 26 million households food insecure, the budget equals roughly £5,800 per household. Even partial reallocation could expand free school meals and food vouchers at scale (House of Commons Library).

However, funding alone cannot solve the UK’s food insecurity crisis. While money offers short-term relief, food banks and emergency measures are temporary, not structural, fixes (Food Foundation; Trussell Trust). Long-term progress depends on tackling underlying drivers: stagnant incomes, gaps in welfare, high living costs, and limited employment security (Office for Budget Responsibility; Institute for Government). Further, any cut to overseas aid carries trade-offs, including reduced life-saving support for the world’s most vulnerable people and risks to the UK’s diplomatic reputation and influence (Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office; Overseas Development Institute). Effective responses must therefore balance urgent domestic needs with global responsibility.

Global Precedents. Several donor nations have redirected aid during domestic crises, showing there is no universal blueprint. To avoid uneven burdens or unrealistic expectations, aid policy must remain flexible and context-specific rather than dictated by rigid targets (OECD, Development Co-operation Report 2017; OECD, Development Co-operation Profiles 2023; House of Lords Library).
Donor Nations and Foreign Aid Adjustments during Domestic Crises
	Country
	Crisis/Context
	Aid Response
	Source

	Germany, Greece, Italy
	2015–16 migrant crisis
	Redirected aid budgets to in-country refugee costs, prioritizing stability
	OECD, Development Co-operation Profiles 2023

	Ireland
	2008–10 financial crisis
	Cut aid by nearly 25% to stabilize the budget; restored years later after economic recovery
	House of Lords Library, 2025

	United States
	Ongoing domestic priorities
	Maintains low aid-to-GNI ratio of 0.22% while remaining the largest donor in absolute terms ($55.3 billion); prioritizes domestic and military spending
	OECD, Development Co-operation Profiles 2023


Sources: OECD, Development Co-operation Profiles 2023; OECD, Development Co-operation Report 2017; House of Lords Library, 2025

Exploring Solutions
UK policymakers and analysts have debated three approaches to food insecurity and aid.
· Option 1: Restore or Maintain Fixed Aid Targets: This option would keep ODA at 0.5% of GNI or restore it to 0.7%. It preserves credibility abroad but leaves little flexibility when shocks occur. To address hunger at home, the government would need to raise domestic revenue through higher taxes or expand welfare programs (House of Commons Library; Institute for Government). For families, this could mean more predictable aid abroad but slower or more costly relief at home, with households like the Johnsons continuing to depend on food banks until new revenues are found.
· Option 2: Deeper and Permanent Reductions: Cutting ODA to 0.3% of GNI would free billions for domestic food programs such as expanded school meals and food banks (Food Foundation; Trussell Trust). In the short term, this could deliver visible relief for families under pressure from rising rents and grocery bills. However, international precedents in Italy and the United States show that permanent cuts erode influence abroad and provide limited fiscal relief over time (OECD, Development Co-operation Report 2017; Overseas Development Institute). This path risks leaving households like the Johnsons with short-term support but at the cost of the UK’s credibility and ability to mobilize global partnerships in future crises.
· Option 3: Phased and Accountable Reallocation of ODA: This option represents a new, structured framework not yet tested in the UK. It would temporarily redirect a majority of ODA to domestic food insecurity while retaining a portion for life-saving international programs. Entry and exit triggers would link aid levels to fiscal and social benchmarks, restoring higher overseas commitments once stability improves (Institute for Government; OECD, Development Co-operation Profiles). For families, this means relief arrives quickly, but support is designed to last only until household food insecurity falls below agreed thresholds.

Recommendation and Implementation
This paper recommends Option 3: a phased and accountable reallocation of ODA as the most effective and balanced solution.
Rationale: 
· Supported by International Precedent: Unlike Option 1, it does not lock the UK into rigid aid targets that ignore shocks like Brexit or COVID-19 (Office for Budget Responsibility; ONS). Unlike Option 2, it avoids reputational damage and reduced influence for limited fiscal relief, as seen in Italy and the United States (OECD, Development Co-operation Report 2017; House of Lords Library). Instead, it follows international precedent from Canada and Denmark, where flexible frameworks have preserved credibility abroad while meeting urgent domestic needs (OECD, Development Co-operation Profiles; Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs).
· Stakeholder Impact: Phased reallocation delivers immediate relief to food-insecure households. For families like the Johnsons, this means access to fresh fruit, protein, and warm meals through expanded school programs and food vouchers rather than reliance on food banks (Food Foundation; Trussell Trust). Refugees benefit from targeted support in housing, training, and integration, reducing their need for emergency food aid (Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office). For taxpayers, the strategy uses existing budgets transparently, avoids new taxes, and shows measurable returns on investment (Institute for Government). International partners still see a reliable UK role, with funding directed to famine prevention, disease control, and coordinated humanitarian response, tying commitments to measurable results rather than symbolic targets (OECD, 2023; Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs).
· Funding and Sustainability: This option is fiscally responsible because it reallocates existing ODA budgets rather than creating new spending, preventing further deficit growth (Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office; Office for Budget Responsibility). In the short term, it frees capacity for urgent domestic food programs without raising taxes or borrowing. Over the medium term, families gain stability in food support, while government ensures accountability through annual reviews and social benchmarks. In the long term, restoration of ODA would be linked to fiscal recovery indicators such as a declining debt-to-GDP ratio and balanced budgets (HM Treasury; Office for Budget Responsibility, Debt Interest and Borrowing Statistics). By aligning international commitments with domestic resilience, this plan ensures compassion begins with households at home while still sustaining the UK’s global leadership.

Implementation: From Food Insecurity Relief to Sustainable Balance
The phased, accountable reallocation of ODA should proceed in three stages that prioritize short-term relief, build resilience, and restore international commitments as soon as conditions allow. Each phase leverages existing UK institutions and ensures that families most affected by food insecurity remain central to policy decisions.
· Short Term (1–3 Years): Urgent Stabilization. Immediate relief would come through a nationwide Food Security Surge, partnering with councils, schools, and major retailers. Using Universal Credit and school records, children from low-income families would be automatically enrolled in expanded meal programs. Schools receive extra funding for nutritious meals, while councils manage outreach. Low-income households get monthly food vouchers for staple groceries and fresh produce, ensuring families like the Johnsons access healthier food without complex applications. Community groups and food banks provide outreach and feedback. Progress is tracked through quarterly reviews by the Office for Budget Responsibility and local boards. Once child food insecurity falls below 10% for two consecutive years, the program advances. Pilots in Manchester and Birmingham confirm viability before national scale-up (Office for Budget Responsibility; HM Treasury).
· Medium Term (3–5 Years): Building a Resilient Safety Net. With instability eased, the strategy strengthens the safety net. Universal Credit would be linked to inflation and supplemented for families with children. Government, local authorities, and voluntary groups expand food hubs, kitchens, and cooperatives. Councils and schools ensure accessibility and cultural relevance, while community groups tailor services for marginalized populations. Skill development and employment support help families move beyond long-term dependence. Independent audits assess financial stewardship and real-world impact. Annual reviews adjust funding as benchmarks are met. Parental feedback and focus groups guide improvements.
· Long Term (Beyond 5 Years): Restoration and Sustainability. Once stability returns, ODA would be gradually restored to pre-crisis levels, tied to fiscal indicators such as reduced borrowing and progress on the debt-to-GDP ratio. International commitments expand only if domestic food security remains strong. Core nutrition support would continue to guard against shocks, with only the most effective programs scaled nationally. Each ODA increase requires verification from the Office for Budget Responsibility and international partners, alongside citizen panel input reported to Parliament. If food insecurity rises again, enhanced funding and council powers could be swiftly reintroduced.

Throughout these phases, all stakeholders are essential: local authorities and schools deliver support, community organizations extend outreach, central government manages oversight, and families like the Johnsons provide input to keep each phase practical and focused on those most at risk.

Conclusion
The United Kingdom stands at a moral and fiscal crossroads. Rising food insecurity demands urgent action, with millions struggling to afford meals. For families like the Johnsons, the question is not about national budgets but whether they can afford enough food each week. A phased, accountable reallocation of foreign aid offers the best path forward: it restores dignity to households, ensures parents need not choose between heating or eating, and preserves the UK’s credibility as a global partner. By scaling up proven programs now and restoring higher aid levels once fiscal and social stability return, the UK can show that compassion begins at home but does not end there.


























APPENDIX

Attachment 1: UK Public Finances and Economic Indicators 2013-2023
	Year
	Gross National Income
(GNI, £ trillions)
	Government Revenues
(£ billions)
	Public Sector Spending
(£ billions)
	Fiscal Deficit
(£ billions)
	CPI Inflation (%)

	2013
	1.63
	656
	760
	104.5
	2.6

	2014
	1.72
	680
	785
	105.0
	1.5

	2015
	1.81
	704
	814
	110.0
	0.0

	2016
	1.88
	730
	841
	111.0
	0.7

	2017
	2.00
	760
	870
	110.0
	2.7

	2018
	2.10
	787
	839
	52.0
	2.5

	2019
	2.17
	811
	857
	46.0
	1.8

	2020
	2.26
	793
	1,066
	273.0
	0.9

	2021
	2.38
	889
	1,031
	142.0
	2.6

	2022
	2.51
	1,015
	1,171
	156.0
	9.1

	2023
	2.65
	1,098
	1,230
	131.0
	7.9


Sources: Office for Budget Responsibility; Office for National Statistics (UK National Accounts: The Blue Book, 2023; Consumer Price Inflation Time Series); House of Commons Library.

Attachment 2: UK GNI, ODA, and In-Donor Refugee Costs (2013–2023)
	Year
	GNI (£ trillion)
	ODA as % of GNI
	ODA Estimated (£ billion)
	IDRC (£ billion)*
	IDRC as % of ODA*

	2013
	1.63
	0.70%
	11.4
	0.34
	3%

	2018
	2.15
	0.70%
	15.1
	0.68
	4.5%

	2020
	2.26
	0.70%
	15.8
	1.42
	9%

	2021
	2.37
	0.50%
	11.9
	2.26
	19%

	2023
	2.65
	0.58%
	15.3
	5.38
	28%


Sources: Office for Budget Responsibility; Office for National Statistics, UK National Accounts: The Blue Book, 2023; Consumer Price Inflation Time Series; Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office, Statistics on International Development: Final UK Aid Spend 2022; House of Commons Library, The UK Aid Budget and Support for Refugees in the UK, 2022 to 2024.
*Note: Figures for In-Donor Refugee Costs (IDRC) vary slightly across official sources. 
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