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The following table shows the per capita GNI/GDP, population living below the poverty line, out-of-pocket 
health expenditure, and trends in Australian aid in selected South and Southeast Asian and Pacific countries.

Table 1: Per capita GNI/GDP, Percent population in poverty, and out-of-pocket expenditure (OOPE) on 
health, selected Indo-Pacific countries (2016). Sources: World Bank and Asian Development Bank.

Per capita 
GNI/GDP 
(US$)

Population 
below poverty 
line (%)

Population 
below poverty 
line (Number)

OOPE (% of all 
health 
expenditure)

Change in Australian 
aid budget between 
FY 2017-18 and 18-19

Indonesia 3,570 11 28 million 47 -42.8 m (-12%)

Philippines 2,951 21.6 22.3 million 51 +2.2 m (+2%)

Bangladesh 1,359 12.9 21 million 63 -30.1 m (-33%)

Myanmar 1,275 26 13 million 82 -7.3 m (-9%)

Vietnam 2,185 7 6.5 million 37 +2 m (+2%)

Cambodia 1,270 14 2.2 million 63 -5.5m (-6%)

Papua New 
Guinea

4,190 40 3.2 million 16 +31.2 m (+6%)*

Solomon 
Islands

2,000 22.7 136,000 6 +50.1 m (+37%)*

Vanuatu 2,860 12.7% 34,000 10 -2 m (-3%)

Fiji 5,153 28% 250,000 21 -3.6 m (-6%)

* includes funding of the Undersea Telecommunications Cable Project 

These data demonstrate that in a number of South and Southeast Asian countries where the overall Australian 
aid budget has significantly declined since 2014 and where health is not a major priority in aid investment 
plans, there are large numbers of people living in poverty and where out-of-pocket expenditure is a high 
proportion of total health expenditure.  These people are at high risk of catastrophic health expenses that will 
drive them more deeply into poverty. It should be noted that out-of-pocket health expenditure is relatively 
low in PNG and small Pacific island states. 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), an estimated 80 million people living in Southeast Asia 
face catastrophic health expenses, and 50 million people are impoverished due to out-of-pocket payments for 
health services5. An example of extreme vulnerability comes from a 700 household survey of out-of-pocket 
and catastrophic health expenditure conducted in Magway Township, Myanmar, in 20126.  In total, 25.2% of 
households in urban areas and 22.7% in rural areas experienced catastrophic health expenditure during the 
previous year. In Indonesia, where government expenditure on health is 1.5% of GDP – one of the lowest in 
the world -- out-of-pocket health expenditure (% of total expenditure on health) was reported at 47% in 2014, 
according to the World Bank. At this level, annually at least 10% of the population will experience a 
catastrophic payment at the point of health service7.

5 WHO. Health financing strategy for the Asia Pacific region (2010–2015). 2009.
6 Khaing et al. Health Care Expenditure of households in Magway, Myanmar. Nagoya J. Med. Sci. 2015. 77:203-212. 
7 World Bank, 2016. http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/841891492102642178/110298-HFSA-Indonesia-Published.pdf 
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Conclusions
1. The severe cuts in the Australian aid budget over the past five years and the freeze at $4 billion over 

forward estimates until FY 2010-21 have most likely resulted in Australia being regarded as an 
unreliable development partner, especially in Asia.

2. The curtailment of existing aid programs and the lack of flexibility to launch new initiatives have 
affected the Australian aid program’s ability to foster confidence, stability, sustainability, innovation, 
capacity and to attain community-determined goals and best outcomes.

3. The decline in investment in health by the Australian aid program is a barrier to achieving one of the 
prominent pillars of the aid program strategy -- Gender equality and empowering women and girls. 
Despite rapid economic growth in many Asian countries, South Asia still accounts for one third of 
global maternal mortality.  Maternal mortality rates remain unacceptably high in a number of other 
Indo-Pacific countries, such as Papua New Guinea and Timor-Leste. 

4. No headline funding amount is listed in the 2018-19 aid budget for sexual and reproductive health 
despite the pledge by Australia at the 2012 family planning summit in London to spend $50 million 
annually by 2016. Meeting the need for family planning would reduce the number of maternal deaths 
globally by 29%8. It is also central to other development priorities including the empowerment of 
women and girls and poverty reduction. 

5. While we welcome the increase in resources allocated to some Pacific island countries in the FY2018-
19 budget, this should not be at the expense of Asian low-and-middle income countries where there 
are large numbers of people living in poverty. 

6. In contrast to Pacific island countries, the poor in most Asian countries experience high levels of out-
of-pocket expenses for health care. This puts them at high risk of catastrophic health expenditures 
that worsen their poverty.  Therefore, we believe that reducing poverty, with a focus on equity, in 
countries in the Indo-Pacific region should be the over-arching mission of the Australian aid program.  
Addressing the financial burden of health care by the poor would help achieve this goal.

7. The 2018-19 aid budget papers make little reference to the SDGs. The SDGs are, in many respects, a 
blueprint for the next phase of human development and Australia is a signatory to the relevant United 
Nations General Assembly resolution. In our submission, we have focused on three of those SDGs – 
Goal 3: Good Health and Well-Being, Goal 4: Education, and Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities.

8. The success of the SDGs will depend a great deal on robust data, the embedding of research, and 
reliance on evidence in all decision-making.  Innovation, the development and application of 
appropriate technology, and knowledge generation will be critical components of the approaches 
adopted to meet SDG targets.  In a resource constrained international development world, making 
intervention choices based on robust evidence and effective tools will be crucial.

9. We have recommended an increase in Australian aid-funded health research in a number of previous 
submissions to Parliamentary inquiries9 10 11. In this submission, we emphasise the need for research 
on effective approaches to increasing health equity and strengthening community engagement.

8  Office of the UN Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Financing the Health MDGs. http://www.mdghealthenvoy.org/health-areas/maternal-health/.
9 Burnet Submission (#10) to Inquiry into the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, 2018.  
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/SDGs/Submissions 
10 Burnet Submission to the Australian Government’s Foreign Policy White Paper, 2017. 
https://www.fpwhitepaper.gov.au/sites/g/files/net3551/f/submission/170228-381-burnet-institute.pdf 
11 Burnet Submission (#4) to Inquiry into Australia’s aid and development program, 2014. 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/Overseas_aid/Submissions 
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