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SMART DEVELOPMENT IN PRACTICE

What development professionals 
need: Voices of USAID professionals 
on the frontlines 

 

USAID is about to hire 1,000 new Foreign Service Officers over the next three 
years. What are the tools these new development professionals will need to be 
most effective at fighting poverty? In our discussions with dedicated USAID staff 
members around the world,  many told Oxfam about the constraints they face in 

supporting long-term development. 
Yet in spite of these constraints, 
Oxfam witnessed how USAID staff 
members have helped subsistence 
farmers in El Salvador start 
growing higher value crops, helped 
found a vital legal resource center 
in Cambodia, and developed 
disease-resistant cassava with 
farmers in Mozambique. The 
development professionals 
involved told us that three key 
tools are necessary to get the job 
done: greater autonomy, an 

awareness of context, and accountability for the results that matter.  

In spite of current 
constraints, USAID staff 
members are supporting 

effective aid on the ground. 
In Cambodia, 57-year-old 

rural entrepreneur Kim Nay 
Heang took part in a USAID 

small enterprise program run 
by Development Alternatives 
Inc. The program helped her 

transform her family fish 
farm into a profitable 

venture—which cushioned 
her family against increasing 

food prices.  
 

Archana Palaniappan / 
Oxfam America

 

#1. Greater autonomy   
USAID missions need autonomy in order to respond to local conditions and to set 
a long-term development strategy that’s appropriate for that country. Unfortunately, 
because of factors like increased micromanagement from Washington, added 
reporting from the “F process,” earmarks, and presidential initiatives, USAID staff 
members feel their autonomy is being eroded. USAID mission directors who once 
had program authority for up to $25 million in the field now exercise much less 
control over decisions like the obligation of funds. One USAID staff member said: 
 

“The mission director now has very small delegation of authority, similar to 
what a program officer had a few years ago.”  

 
One country mission prepared an entire project on watershed management, a 
major priority for that country. The project had been approved, but when the 
budget finally came through, two-thirds of it had been earmarked for biodiversity. 
USAID mission staff members expressed dismay at this cookie-cutter approach: “If 
Congress took the time to see [this country], they’d see that watershed is a major 
issue. Yet every year they have their pet causes. The reshuffling never stops.” 
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Another USAID staff member commented on the role earmarks play in limiting 
responsiveness to recipient needs: 
 

“Our FY08 budget was 100 percent earmarked. Earmarks are a double-
edged sword. A lot of earmarks give us space, but some are so small that 
you are forced to be creative. You have to meet earmarks while propelling 
your vision for the country forward. Rather than starting a new program 
design in the middle of the fiscal year, you add a component to an existing 
project that meets that earmark.” 

 
Recommendation: For USAID professionals to fight poverty most effectively 
and respond to recipient needs, they need greater flexibility to determine 
strategy at the mission level.  
 

#2.  Awareness of context 
USAID staff members also need the ability to adapt to the local culture and 
priorities. Since context can make or break a development program, USAID 
personnel should know more about the culture, speak the language better, and 
understand the country’s history better than perhaps anyone else in the US 
government.  
 
However, unlike the State Department, USAID does not pay for language training 
for staff members sent to countries where they do not speak the language, unless 
it is a “language-designated post.” (Central American countries are, but most 
Middle Eastern countries are not.) And even when language training is offered, 
missions are so short-handed that they can’t afford to have staff members in 
Washington in language training for six months. Nor is previous familiarity with the 
country a qualification for overseas postings. At the same time, Foreign Service 
Nationals, who have the best language and cultural competencies, are often 
underpaid and unrecognized. According to one USAID staff member: 
 

“At USAID, as long as you’re proficient in one language, that’s all that 
matters. I know a person going to Thailand who [was trained in] Urdu. … 
Even if someone wants to learn Thai, the language chosen for them is the 
language most expedient for the agency. If it’s one agency that needs the 
local language competency, it’d be more USAID than State.” 
 

Mission staff members must also balance increased security with the need for the 
local knowledge and relationships that are the essence of effective development. 
When the embassy’s primary focus is on security of its personnel, USAID staff 
members lose the ability to blend into local populations and listen and learn from 
these interactions. As a direct result, the quality of development work suffers. As 
one mission staff member put it: 
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“USAID is one of the best US government public diplomacy tools, and 
housing USAID in an embassy compound undermines our public 
diplomacy efforts.”  

 
Another challenge for USAID staff is the increased Defense Department role in 
development activities. Establishing the community trust necessary for long-term 
development programs can be difficult when the public face of those programs is a 
soldier, not a civilian development professional.  A USAID contractor remarked on 
the difficulty of working with the US military’s Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
[PRTs]:  
 

“It’s hard to get buy-in from the community, respect, and trust when the 
perception is that PRTs are essentially military. How do you win hearts and 
minds of the people when [the PRTs] turn up with guns, in uniforms and 
Hummers?” 

 
Recommendation: For USAID professionals to fight poverty most effectively, 
they need language competency, an ability to get out in the field without 
excessive security, and a keen awareness of the country and the culture 
where they work. 

#2.  Accountability for the right results 
Measuring results is crucial to making sure US development aid is spent 
effectively. However, in recent years, pressure on the agencies to produce 
immediate and tangible results that matter to Washington has led to a higher 
percentage of programs that deliver goods and services with easily measured 
outputs instead of programs that focus on a longer term impact.  Reporting 
requirements have increased recently under the State F process. In USAID 
Mozambique, for example, the mission needed 152 staff members and consultants 
and 618 workdays to fill out the required reports to Washington for the 2007 fiscal 
year.  In one mission, a USAID staff member said: 

“Operational plan requirements have added another layer of reporting to 
Washington without providing greater policy coherence. While a good idea 
conceptually, the process and content of ops plans have changed three 
times since the requirement was established.” 

In another mission, staff echoed this theme: 

“You could safely say that for almost a month the mission shut down to 
dedicate efforts into the operational plan and about three weeks for the 
performance report. That’s a tremendous amount of time for a glorified 
accounting program.”  

While good evaluation tools are essential to effective aid, strenuous reporting 
requirements from a host of different US government agencies can sometimes 
impede getting results from our government’s aid. Mission staff members spend 
their time filing reports and engaging in complicated and not always useful 
accounting exercises, leaving them less time to assess whether the project is 
actually making a difference in the long term.  
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“RFAs [requests for applications] tend to be much more prescriptive than 
they were in the 1990s. Before, you would come up with your monitoring 
and evaluation indicators as a part of the project design. Now they tell you, 
‘Here are your M&E indicators.’ Measurement units are 1–2–3 years at 
best, so you can’t measure long-term results. I don’t find it very logical. As 
a result, we have shifted away from taking US government money globally 
and are shifting toward private donors like the Gates Foundation.” —USAID 
contractor 

Mission staff members must also be allowed to adapt to changing conditions on 
the ground in order to be most effective and demand-driven. Recipients lack the 
flexibility to get the most out of resources from the US: 

“USAID approved new computer equipment for a district hospital. … [T]he 
project specified that the equipment had to be used to track the incidence 
of infections among inpatients. But hospital staff in that case felt the most 
important statistics to track were pregnancies and births, so the hospital 
manager dedicated the new equipment also to that use. … However, an 
audit from USAID requested [that] the equipment not only to be used for its 
stated purpose, [but that it be physically moved] to the office mentioned in 
the project document. In contrast, Luxemburg had approved an original 
proposal to rebuild an entire hospital, … but they were able to discuss and 
change the project when hospital mangers proposed that it was better to 
build an adjacent building that would allow moving some of the maternal 
and infant services out of the overcrowded facilities.” — one recipient 
country’s Ministry of Health official 
 

Recommendation: For USAID professionals to fight poverty most effectively, 
they need to be held accountable not just for numbers of goods and services 
provided, but for whether those projects actually contribute to reducing 
poverty. 
 

Giving USAID staff members the tools they need 
Fighting poverty is ultimately about letting countries lead their own development 
process. Giving our development experts the tools they need to work in 
partnership with communities and governments is a crucial part of the solution. 
Providing USAID greater autonomy and a deeper awareness of context, and 
holding staff members accountable for the results that matter to poor people, will 
strengthen US development aid worldwide. 
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