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SMART DEVELOPMENT IN PRACTICE 

Can aid for food security show 
the way for broader aid reform? 
 

Amidst the ongoing aid reform debate in Washington, President Obama has launched the 

Global Hunger and Food Security Initiative (GHFSI) as a bold vision that could make US 

foreign aid a better tool for improving food security abroad. The initiative incorporates 

several innovations in framing foreign aid, including viewing recipient countries as 

customers while raising the bar for how the US operates as a donor. As articulated by the 

administration, the GHFSI aims to do the following: 

 

 Work with partner countries to create and implement their plans to bolster their 

agricultural sectors; 

 Address the underlying causes of hunger; 

 Improve coordination at the country, regional, and global levels;  

 Leverage the benefits of multilateral institutions;  

 Pledge a long-term commitment and accountability. 

 

These principles reflect some of the key recommendations of the Modernizing Foreign 

Assistance Network to fix the foreign aid system more broadly: a unified strategy, better 

legislation, a rebuilt structure, and increased resources and accountability. They also 

reflect Oxfam America’s own vision for a foreign aid system that is more supportive of 

development efforts defined by recipient countries themselves. The GHFSI thus provides a 

tangible sector-level illustration of key principles that are driving the debate on broader aid 

reform. Can the GHFSI show the way for broader aid reform by putting these principles in 

practice? Or does a piecemeal approach to aid reform delay or even undermine progress? 

Working with countries as partners 

Investing in country-led plans for food security in agriculture is a core principle of the 
administration’s GHFSI, which aims to build ownership and sustainability of aid-funded 
efforts. But without new authority and procedures that enable US government agencies to 
work effectively as partners with countries, it will be hard to accomplish.  
 
In particular, the current aid system is too driven by Washington and not enough by what 
countries would prioritize. USAID missions have been attempting to work through Strategic 

Objective Grant Agreements, multiyear 
funding agreements that better reflect 
country priorities. Nonetheless, missions can 
have upwards of 90 percent of their budgets 
earmarked by Congress, as Oxfam found in 
Cambodia (FY08), Ethiopia (FY08), Kenya 
(FY09), and Mozambique (FY08).  
 
What does this mean in practice? 

Community members near 

Nacala, northern 

Mozambique, walk by a field 

of improved cassava plants 

produced with the support of 

USAID. 

Raquel Gomes / Oxfam 

America 

 

Raquel Gomes/Oxfam  

http://www.state.gov/s/globalfoodsecurity/129952.htm
http://www.modernizingforeignassistance.net/
http://www.modernizingforeignassistance.net/
http://www.modernizingforeignassistance.net/
http://www.oxfamamerica.org/publications/ownership-in-practice-the-key-to-smart-development
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Washington-driven earmarks constrain the missions’ responsiveness to the realities they 
observe on the ground. In Mozambique, where USAID was supporting the production of 
improved cassava and other crops, Oxfam saw how earmarks for other sectors led to a cut 
in funding for agriculture by half between FY02 and FY07. And in Kenya, water earmarks 
meant support for water for human consumption, but not for much-needed irrigation (see 
box). In both cases, allowing the missions to do their jobs probably would have led to better 
outcomes compared with well-intentioned but misguided decisions from Washington. 

 

Addressing the underlying causes of hunger and poverty 

The US government cannot effectively address hunger without addressing poverty. Hunger 

is only partly related to availability of food. For hundreds of millions of people, the real 

issue is access to food—their ability to purchase food. Access to food requires income, 

earned on the farm and off. As the administration pledges to work in partnership with 

countries and to elevate development alongside diplomacy and defense as the pillars of 

national security, the US needs a unified strategy—backed by mandates and resources—

that will guide all the US agencies delivering aid for development.  

For the GHFSI, a unified US strategy for global development can help ensure that efforts 
focused on food security aren’t undermined or contradicted by other policies of the US 
government—such as when the US restricts agricultural imports from countries that we are 
trying to support through foreign aid, or when the US provides food aid, rather than aid to 
support agricultural production, to countries with economies primarily based on agriculture. 
For example, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
from 2006 to 2008, the US provided an average of $250 million a year to Haiti in 
development aid. But while 13 percent of this amount was given in food aid, only 1 percent 
was provided to strengthen Haiti’s own agricultural sector, on which two-thirds of Haitians 
depend for their means of earning a living. 

Improving coordination and leveraging the benefits of multilateral 
institutions 

Improving coordination at the country, regional, and global levels and leveraging 
investments by multilateral institutions have at least two major implications for the impact of 
US foreign aid on the ground.  
 
First, USAID missions need to have the capacity to coordinate and actively engage with 
the various existing donor coordination mechanisms. The administration has already 

When well-intentioned earmarks go wrong 

 
In the fall of 2009, Kenya was facing its worst drought in over a decade and an oncoming El Niño 
promised major flooding across the barren fields. One in 10 Kenyans were already relying on 
emergency relief. And as urban poor people in Nairobi faced rising food prices, herders in 
northern Kenya desperately competed for dwindling pastures and drying water holes, fueling 
already high ethnic tensions.  
 
Despite this scenario, the USAID mission had been constrained in how it could support access to 
water for food production. As explained by a USAID officer: “Existing water earmarks provide 
clean water for human consumption, but one of the greatest needs here is water for agriculture. 
But if you can’t address this key piece, then all of our work on agriculture suffers. So you spend 
your time explaining to the government what you can’t do instead of just doing what’s best for the 
country.”  

http://www.oxfamamerica.org/publications/field-report-from-mozambique
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pledged to recruit 700 new development professionals and bring core capacities back into 
USAID. Yet rebuilding USAID will only matter insofar as it is given the mandate and 
autonomy to lead, coordinate, and cooperate with development efforts—in agriculture as 
well as in health, governance, and other sectors.  

And second, coordination with other donors and multilaterals often entails the use of 
different aid modalities, from project aid to sector-wide approaches and budget support. 
Yet compared with other major donors, USAID missions are often limited in the support 
they can provide.  
 
Reforms to ease the constraints in the missions and the restrictions on how US foreign aid 
can be employed could facilitate the GHFSI’s efforts to improve coordination and 
engagement with multilaterals. This could help improve not only US foreign aid for agriculture but 

also US foreign aid for other sectors. 

Pledging long-term commitment and accountability  

President Obama has committed $3.5 billion over three years for the GHFSI. While this is a 
much-needed boost, Congress must still agree to fund the GHFSI. Even then, three years 
is barely enough to begin addressing some of the serious issues that underlie food security 
and agricultural development: doing basic seed research, training agricultural educators, 
strengthening value chains, and making other longer term investments to improve food 
security. The fact that funding commitments can only be made on a yearly basis creates 
uncertainty and inhibits good planning and projects.  
 
As for accountability, the GHFSI pledges to set standards and benchmarks and track 
commitments. While certainly on the right path, the administration should use this 
opportunity to improve accountability of aid more broadly. When Oxfam asked people in 
governments and civil society what information on US foreign aid they need the most, they 
pointed to the operational details—who actually implements US-funded efforts, where, over 
what time frame, for what goals, and with what outcomes. The information collected, 
reported, and published should be useful to policy makers in the US, but it also should be 
designed to help beneficiaries and partners understand what the US is doing, why, and 
how they might cooperate. 

The bottom line 

In many ways, the GHFSI is already showing the way for broader aid reforms: its vision as 
a partnership, its initial level of commitment, and the dialogues it has fostered across US 
agencies and recipient countries are telling signs of what is possible with US foreign aid.  
 
At the same time, broader reforms of the US foreign aid system—from how the aid agenda 
is set to how that aid is invested—could transform the GHFSI from an initiative to a lasting 
approach by the US government. The real test, of course, will come as the Obama 
administration implements the GHFSI over the coming years.  

What can the agriculture and food security community do to reform aid? 

 Join Oxfam America’s aid reform community to learn more. 

 Join the Modernizing Foreign Assistance Network. 

 Mobilize your constituents to ask their member of Congress to help make our 

foreign aid as effective as possible in the fight against poverty. 

http://visitor.constantcontact.com/manage/optin/ea?v=001sWE8kxl6Jom5JID6LLRHwQ%3D%3D
http://www.modernizingforeignassistance.net/

