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OWNERSHIP IN PRACTICE 

Control: Letting countries lead  

Oxfam America believes donors should provide aid in ways that strengthen the compact 
between effective governments and active citizens. Aid delivered in these ways supports 
recipient governments’ efforts to meet the needs of their citizens and helps citizens hold 
their government accountable. To assist foreign aid in strengthening the state-citizen 
compact, Oxfam is calling for reforms that let countries know what donors are doing 
(information), support countries’ own efforts to manage development (capacity), and 
better respond to country priorities (control).
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Donors can better respond to country priorities 
when donors let people in the countries have at 
least some control over how foreign aid is 
invested in their countries: control over setting 
the agenda, control over what type of funding is 
provided and for what aims it is provided, and 
control over defining what constitutes “success.”  
 
Control does not mean blindly transferring aid to 

corrupt governments. Instead, control means the US shares control with effective 
governments and citizens in defining how the US should support development efforts and, 
when appropriate, uses budget support and other mechanisms for providing aid that may 
best align to country priorities.  
 
The US government has been increasingly committed to providing aid in ways that support 
country priorities and systems. The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) is founded 
on a country-driven model, PEPFAR has been moving toward greater integration with 
country health systems, and the emerging Feed the Future initiative is guided by the notion 
of country ownership. Yet as Oxfam heard across several countries, earmarks and limited 
flexibility in the types of aid the US provides constrains the US foreign aid agenda.
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Costly earmarks 

Not all earmarks and presidential earmarks are necessarily bad—the MCC, PEPFAR, and 
Feed the Future are all presidential initiatives that promote strong elements of country 
ownership in the use of aid. The problem is that too much of US foreign aid is earmarked in 
ways that constrain the missions. Decisions are made in Washington, not by development 
experts with firsthand experience in the countries that the US is trying to support. The 
results:  

 Missed targets. In Kenya, a water earmark meant 
the mission could support clean water for human 
consumption, but not for agriculture. This restriction 
came at a time when Kenya was facing its worst 
drought in over a decade and one in 10 Kenyans 
were relying on food aid. As explained by a USAID 
officer, “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.” 

 

Why capacity matters  
Donors can help 

strengthen the state-
citizen compact by 

supporting development 
priorities identified by 

people in governments 
and civil society. 

 

Share of FY08 budget 
earmarked, USAID/Kenya 
Earmarks often leave very 
little room for decisions by 

USAID experts on the ground. 
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 Undermined frontline experts. In Mozambique, the USAID mission had been 
planning to step up its democracy and governance programs in 2008 in light of the 
presidential elections the following year. Instead, the mission received just one-quarter 
of what it had requested for these programs and had to scale back precisely during 
what it perceived was a key moment. Meanwhile, two-thirds of its budget was 
earmarked for HIV/AIDS. 

 Unstrategic burdens on the missions. In FY07, Congress imposed a very large 
earmark for clean water projects on Cambodia’s USAID mission two months before the 
end of the fiscal year.  Because the mission did not have an existing clean water 
program and lacked the staff capacity to start a new design, USAID staff spent 
precious time adding a last-minute water component to a small business development 
program.    

A limited toolbox 

Ultimately, if donors want responsible leadership, they need to let countries lead on the aid 
agenda. That means providing aid that is more supportive of the development priorities 
identified by governments and citizens in countries receiving aid. The commitments and 
capacities of governments to govern vary, of course, as do those of civil society. Donors 
need the flexibility to use the best aid tool for the context, be it a targeted project to 
strengthen anticorruption efforts in Cambodia or to budget support for a government like 
Rwanda’s, which has demonstrated a commitment to investing in development. 

While the US has provided budget support, according to data from the OECD, this budget 
support has been concentrated across a few strategic partners, not necessarily well-
governed countries investing in poverty reduction and development. 

Jordan 29% Tanzania 10%
Turkey 27% Pakistan 7%
Pakistan 22% Indonesia 6%
Micronesia 7% Mozambique 6%
Egypt 5% Uganda 5%
Share to top 5 90% Share to top 5 34%

Budget support from the US Budget support from other OECD donors

 

 

Recommendations  

If the ultimate goal of foreign aid is to help strengthen the commitment and capacities of 
governments and citizens to development, then:  

At minimum, the US should reduce earmarks and presidential initiatives that are 
inconsistent with country priorities, looking instead to frontline development experts to 
work closely with effective governments and citizens in setting the aid agenda.  

Where appropriate, the US should increase its use of those aid modalities that give 
recipients a share of control, including sector wide approaches, pooled funds, and 
development-focused budget support. 

 
                                                           
1
 See Oxfam America’s Ownership in practice: The key to smart development (September 2009), available at 

www.oxfamamerica.org/files/ownership-in-practice.pdf.  
2
 The data presented here draws from field research across six countries where Oxfam America surveyed 200 

people in governments, civil society, and US aid agencies and implementers, from May to October 2009.  

 

Top 5 recipients of budget 
support from the US and 

other OECD donors 
Source: OECD. Percentages reflect 
what share of donor assistance was 

given as budget support between 1998 
and 2007 
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