
 
 
 

MEASURING WHAT 
MATTERS FOR 
GLOBAL BRITAIN 
Better data can help the UK deliver on its 
ambitions to be a global force for good 

The UK’s Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 

Development and Foreign Policy1 has set out a renewed 

commitment to the UK as a force for good in the world, 

and stresses the importance of an integrated, cross-

government approach to realising its aims. Good data2 

on the UK’s international impact can help achieve this by 

improving government effectiveness and increasing 

accountability.3 

Better data, more coherent policy 

The UK can be more effective in implementing a 

coherent foreign and development policy if it understands 

the effect of existing policies (and not just those owned 

and delivered by the FCDO) on its international 

objectives. Making this data available openly will also 

support accountability by allowing Parliament, the media 

and the public to understand what government is doing, 

recognise progress and hold it accountable for its 

actions.  

Conversely, data gaps mean that poor policies and poor 

policy implementation can go unnoticed. As a result, 

opportunities for advancing the UK’s global aims may be 

missed, or worse, policies may work against the UK’s 

interests.  

There are examples of good data on the UK’s 

international interactions – such statistics on international 

trade in goods and on aid spending. The Government 

has also stated its intention to collect data in other areas, 

for example to monitor implementation of a new law to 

prevent illegal deforestation in the supply chains of UK 

businesses.4 More generally it has committed to 

improving the quality and use of data across government 

in its National Data Strategy.5 But there are also many 

data gaps which could be addressed. 

Six example gaps and how to fix 

The table overleaf provides examples of data deficiencies 

relating to arms exports, export finance, commercial 

loans to governments, money laundering, stolen asset 

recovery and foreign direct investment. Policies in these 

areas can have a significant impact on the global 

challenges and countries (such as those in Sub-Saharan 

Africa) on which the UK wishes to focus.6  

The practical steps to fix these gaps vary. However, the 

costs of doing so are likely to be small compared to the 

benefits of more effective and coherent foreign and 

development policy. Better policies, beyond aid 

spending, would also enable the UK to more effectively 

tackle global poverty and advance the Sustainable 

Development Goals.  

Audit the gaps, measure performance 

The examples overleaf are just a starting point. There are 

opportunities to improve data in support of the UK’s 

global ambitions in many other areas, including better 

data on the economic, social and environmental impact 

of UK companies overseas. 

To realise these opportunities, the Government could 

start by auditing and consulting on the data necessary to 

support its objectives. This would provide a consolidated, 

cross-government framework for measuring performance 

and the UK’s global impact. The Government has already 

used similar approach for the UK’s environmental 

performance7, another area where a coherent cross-

government approach is needed to realise the UK’s 

ambitions.  

Such a framework would not enough on its own. It would 

need to be complemented by effective use of data across 

government, and cross-departmental accountability 

mechanisms, but it is an important first step towards 

success.  



 

Six data gaps that matter for the UK’s global ambitions  
and how they could be fixed 

Data gap So we don’t know Why it matters What would it take to fix What’s the benefit 

Arms exports  

Quantity and value of 

controlled goods 

exported under open 

licences is not 

recorded.8 

 

The full extent of UK arms 

exports to countries where 

the UK concerned about 

human rights9 as open 

licences allow the licence 

holder to export an 

unlimited quantity of the 

goods specified in the 

licence. 

Many open licences have been 

granted for unlimited exports of 

arms to countries on the 

government’s human rights priority 

list (e.g. 24 open licences were 

issued for exports to Afghanistan 

since 2015, including 5 that allow 

unlimited export of assault rifles).10   

 

Require licensees to record the 

value and quantity of exports in 

their reports to the Export Control 

Joint Unit. This data is already 

collected by many EU countries 

and the US. Publish statistical 

information on exports by country 

and equipment category.  

Better data would help reduce the risk that open 

licensing works against the government’s 

objectives and spending11 to defend human rights, 

tackle conflict and instability. It would identify 

where open licences are being used to export 

large quantities of arms and so inform where use 

of standard licences (that limit the value of 

exported goods) may be more appropriate. 

UK Export Finance 
(UKEF) loans 

Interest rates and 

repayment schedules 

are not published. 

How much developing 

countries are paying to UK 

government in debt 

repayments, how much of 

this is interest, and how 

much they will pay back in 

total. 

Developing countries sovereign 

debts to UK government totalled 

approx. £3bn in 202012, including 

£863m owed by Sudan. The 

interest accruing on these loans 

can be significant (for example 

Sudan’s debt increased by approx. 

£150m since 2015),13 countering 

UK aid spending on those 

countries. 

 

This data already exists within 

government. It should therefore be 

straightforward to report all loans 

and loan guarantees to other 

governments in one place, 

including the key terms, and to 

provide annual updates. 

Greater transparency would help UKEF to be held 

account for its lending and could inform future 

lending strategies and debt cancellation policies. 

This could reduce the risk of unsustainable 

debt building up in countries where it is in the UK’s 

interests to support economic development.  

Private sector loans 

Commercial loans by 

UK banks and 

companies to 

developing country 

governments are not 

published. 

How much developing 

countries owe to UK 

companies, how much 

they are paying to UK 

companies in debt 

repayments and how much 

they will pay back in total. 

Private sector loans may lead to 

debt crises in countries where the 

UK is seeking to support economic 

development. For example, in 2013 

and 2014 two London-based banks 

lent $2 billion to three state-owned 

companies in Mozambique, which 

triggered an economic and political 

crisis in Mozambique.14 

 

Ensure UK companies implement 

the principles on debt 

transparency15 specified by the 

Institute of International Finance 

(IFF) and which the UK supports. A 

group of civil society organisation 

have set out how these principles 

could be enforced in the UK.16 

 

Transparency of debt information would allow 

citizens to subject borrowing by their governments 

to more scrutiny and so help ensure those loans 

are used well. This would reduce the risk of debt 

crises in developing countries16, including those 

where it is in the UK’s interests to support 

economic development. 



 

Data gap So we don’t know Why it matters What would it take to fix What’s the benefit 

Money laundering: 
Suspicious Activity 
Reporting 

National Crime 

Agency (NCA) 

Suspicious Activity 

Reporting (SAR) 

statistics are not 

broken down by 

country; exclude the 

aggregate value of 

transactions. 

The number and 

aggregate value of 

suspicious transactions 

linked to countries that the 

UK has an interest in 

helping to tackle 

corruption; the proportion 

of those transactions for 

which action is taken by 

UK enforcement agencies.  

Hundreds of £bns of international 

corrupt money is estimated to be 

laundered through the UK 

annually.17 Some of this involves 

countries where the UK has a 

shared interest in helping to tackle 

corruption.18 For example, in one 

case corrupt payments from 

Nigeria, totalling $800m were 

alerted to the NCA’s predecessor 

via SARs, but not acted upon.19  

The current Home Office led SARs 

reform programme, including the 

SARs IT Transformation project, 

aims to enable more efficient 

reporting and analysis of SARs. 

This work could enable the 

production of new and improved 

public statistics on SARs and the 

NCA’s performance. 

Better data would improve understanding of the 

risks and scale of illicit finance entering the UK 

from different sources. This would help law 

enforcement agencies, and government as a 

whole, to more effectively prevent corrupt money 

from coming into the UK by enabling them to more 

accurately target their resources and effort.  

Stolen Asset 
recovery 

No regular reporting20 

on the return of stolen 

assets to overseas 

origins.  

What progress is being 

made on return of stolen 

assets and where those 

assets are going; e.g. 

whether more progress on 

asset return to developed 

countries than developing 

ones.  

See above for the scale of 

international corrupt money. For 

example, Nigeria suspected at 

least $37bn of stolen assets were 

routed through London.21 In 2016 

the UK agreed to help return these 

funds22, but little information on 

progress has been published. 

Provide additional detail and 

breakdown in the Home Office’s 

Annual Asset recovery statistical 

bulletin.23 

Provide regular and timely updates 

to the World Bank / UN Stolen 

Asset Recovery Initiative.  

Progress in asset recovery can have significant 

benefits for developing countries, including those 

where it is in the UK’s interests to support 

economic development. Each pound spent on 

recovery efforts can yield many pounds for 

developing countries.24 For some countries this 

could be worth more than UK aid spending. 

Foreign Direct 
Investment  

Statistics on UK 

investment in most 

African countries are 

not released until 14-

15 months after the 

end of the reference 

year.  

An up to date picture on 

the level of UK investment 

in most African countries.  

The UK aims to be Africa’s partner 

of choice for trade and investment, 

recognising Africa’s huge 

economic potential.25 The 

Government held UK-Africa 

investment conferences in Jan 

2020 and 2021, but for most Africa 

countries, the FDI data available 

ahead of these conferences was 

two years old. 

Office for National Statistics (ONS) 

could look at bringing forward the 

release of its FDI statistics that 

include country level detail for 

Africa. For comparison, the US 

Bureau of Economic Analysis 

publishes equivalent detailed data26 

in July, i.e. within 7 months and 

twice as quick as ONS.  

Africa presents an investment opportunity for the 

UK, with a growing population and higher returns 

than other regions.27 UK investment can also 

contribute to economic development and 

transformation in Africa. More up to date FDI 

statistics will make it easier to assess progress in 

Africa investment promotion activities and inform 

the targeting of those efforts. 
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