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Smart Development in 
Practice Field Reports

Smart Development in Practice Field Reports is a series of occasional papers 
based on original research conducted by Oxfam America. In trying to improve US 
foreign aid, Oxfam believes that we must listen to the people who know aid best: 
those who receive and deliver aid. They understand best how aid should work, how 
aid delivery affects its outcomes, and how aid can motivate governments and com-
munities to invest in their own development. The Smart Development in Practice 
Field Reports series brings these voices—voices from the field—to the debate on 
aid reform, enabling them to weigh in on the following issues:

Getting the purpose right. How has pressure for short-term results affected the 
delivery of aid for long-term development? Oxfam believes that aid designated 
for long-term development helps build a safer world for everyone. Effective aid 
strengthens the US’s standing abroad. When short-term political and security 
concerns drive the US foreign aid agenda, however, they weaken efforts to  
fight poverty. 

Modernizing US foreign aid. What kind of reform will make US foreign aid 
more effective in reducing poverty and promoting development in today’s world? 
Designed at the onset of the Cold War and revised piecemeal since, US foreign 
aid has become a web of competing agencies and conflicting directives. Oxfam 
believes that US foreign aid needs new laws, strategy, and structure to tackle 
poverty effectively. 

Promoting ownership by governments and citizens. How can US foreign 
aid be more responsive to the people it intends to support? Foreign aid should 
encourage people to lead their own development. Yet Washington increasingly 
dictates who receives aid and how it is delivered without sufficient regard for what 
poor people and countries want or need. Oxfam believes that US foreign aid must 
respond to the development priorities of responsible governments and citizens. 

This is the third release in Smart Development in Practice Field Reports. For others, 
please go to www.reformaid.org.
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Executive summary

To hear field perspectives on US foreign aid, Oxfam America went to southern 
Sudan.1 We present here representative perspectives—common themes we heard 
across interviews. This brief report cannot begin to do justice to the complexities of 
southern Sudan; it is meant simply to convey views of people working to ensure that 
US foreign aid does the best possible job of supporting the southern Sudanese. 

Conversations with the US Agency for International Development (USAID) country 
mission, US nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), staff from the government  
of southern Sudan (GOSS), and other donors provided the following insights on  
the purpose of aid, how US foreign aid needs to be modernized, and ownership.

Purpose. The US helped to mitigate some of the worst human consequences  
of decades of war but has had a difficult time transitioning to a strategic develop-
ment program, despite the sheer volume of aid it provides to southern Sudan.

“Looking back, the relief-to-development transition was not very successful. We 
should have been able to do this much better because USAID had large budgets 
in all accounts.” —USAID country mission staff member

Modernization. Delivering aid in a place like southern Sudan is daunting, with 
security threats, chronic humanitarian needs, a total lack of infrastructure, and 
very limited public sector capacity. Washington, however, doesn’t make it any 
easier for the USAID mission. Burdensome reporting requirements, weak coor-
dination, and limited predictability only add to the challenges of delivering aid  
to the southern Sudanese.

“Most of the donors have already given us their funding commitments to support 
specific sectors, but we don’t have any numbers from the US yet. We need these 
figures to plan our work.” —GOSS Ministry of Finance staff member

Ownership. Even in fragile contexts with almost unimaginable capacity  
constraints, foreign aid can empower or undermine local populations and  
their leadership. The US, as the largest bilateral donor in southern Sudan,  
has enormous potential to give the southern Sudanese control over their own  
development agenda, including by continued support of the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement (CPA) and by having the field capacity to work even more 
closely with the southern Sudanese.

“The bulk of the USAID mission to Sudan, and the real senior-level staff, is split 
between Khartoum and Nairobi, which seems to complicate their decision-making 
process in Juba.” —Donor staff member

Oxfam America urges policy makers to heed these voices, and all those in this 
report, as they consider ways of reforming US foreign assistance.

1. These perspectives were drawn from interviews conducted by Oxfam in June 2008. 
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US foreign aid 
in Sudan 

US aid to Sudan2 has gone through four stages since the late 1950s (Figure 1): 

Minimal attention during the country’s first civil war (1956–72); 
A first peak when Sudan supported the Camp David Accords and became a 
Cold War ally in a region dominated by Soviet allies (late 1970s), followed by 
major famine relief during the 1984–5 drought; 
Diminished yet continued support following the 1989 coup, through support to 
the UN’s Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS) that provided humanitarian relief to 
previously unreachable areas in the war-torn south (1989 to the early 2000s);
A major increase beginning in 2001 to support the CPA between the Khartoum 
government and southern rebels (the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/
Army, SPLM/A), signed in January 2005 and ending Sudan’s second civil war 
(1983–2005).

In 2007 alone, the US provided over half a billion in humanitarian assistance 
(Figure 2), along with 67 percent of the food aid distributed by the World Food 
Program in the country.3 

2. Unless otherwise indicated, all the data for this section, including figures, refer to all of Sudan, not just  
 southern Sudan. Most historical facts used in this section were taken from Andrew Sweet and Natalie   
 Ondiak, “The cost of reaction: The long-term costs of short-term cures” (Washington, DC: Center  
 for American Progress, 2008).
3. The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, “Fact sheet: United States leading global response   
 to crisis in Darfur,” news release, Feb. 19, 2008,  
 www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2008/02/20080219-5.html.
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SOUTHERN SUDAN
Population: 7.5 million

Annual per capita income: less than $90
Share of population earning  

less than $1 a day: 90 percent
Share of adults who are literate: 24 percent
Share of population under five: 21 percent

Share of children who die  
before the age of five: 25 percent

Source: Data for 2003 from New Sudan Centre  
for Statistics and Evaluation, in association with 

UNICEF, “Towards a baseline: Best estimates  
of social indicators for southern Sudan”  

(Rumbek, South Sudan: NSCSE, May 2004), 
NSCSE Series Paper 1/2004.
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FIGURE 1.  
US foreign aid to Sudan, 1959–2009

Sources: Data for economic assistance from 
1959 to 2006 are from USAID, “The Greenbook” 
(“Overseas loans and grants: Obligations and loan 
authorizations,” Washington, DC: USAID); and 
data for FY07 (actual), FY08 (estimate), and FY09 
(request) are from the FY09 Congressional Budget 
Justification (CBJ).

FIGURE �.  
US foreign aid to Sudan by agency, 
1997–2009 (in millions, constant  
2006 US$)

Sources: Data for economic assistance from 1997 
to 2006 are from USAID, “The Greenbook”;  
and data for FY07 (actual), FY08 (estimate),  
and FY09 (request) are from the FY09 CBJ.

USAID alone accounts for nearly 90 percent of US aid to Sudan (2004–8 average), 
with the remainder allocated by the Department of State, the Department of 
Defense, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (Figure 2).

The US is the largest donor in Sudan, with an average assistance of US$450 
million per year. Other major donors include the European Commission (US$181 
million), the United Kingdom (US$120 million), the Netherlands (US$83 million), 
Norway (US$73 million), and Canada (US$30 million).4 

4.  2002–6 average, as reported in the Organization for Economic Cooperation Development’s 
Development Assistance Committee statistics: www.oecd.org/dac/stats/idsonline. 
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Getting the 
purpose right

US humanitarian assistance to southern Sudan has helped mitigate some of the 
human costs of decades of war. The US also made a concerted effort in its humani-
tarian assistance programs to lay the groundwork for future development efforts. 
Transitioning to a strategic development program per se has been difficult, though, 
despite high levels of resources. Competing policy agendas in Washington spurred 
by 9/11 and the crisis in Darfur have further diverted engagement away from the 
south. According to one USAID staff member in the Juba mission, after the killing of 
two USAID staff in January 2008, it became “even more clear that US policy toward 
Sudan was schizophrenic at best.” 

Saving lives
Two decades of civil war between Khartoum and southern Sudan created one of 
the worst humanitarian crises in recent history. Conflict, famine, and disease killed 
more than two million people, forced an estimated 600,000 to seek refuge in neigh-
boring countries, and created the world’s largest population of internally displaced 
persons (four million people). During the war, the US saved hundreds of thousands 
of lives by providing humanitarian aid to people in territories held either by the 
government of Khartoum in the north or by SPLA in the south.

Despite the Khartoum government’s deep suspicion that foreign aid supported 
southern rebel groups, the US helped spearhead the UN’s OLS, a groundbreaking 
negotiated system that allowed humanitarian aid access to formally unreachable 
areas of southern Sudan. OLS has delivered much-needed vaccines and foodstuffs 
to millions of displaced Sudanese.

Tenuous transition to development
Since the early 1990s, USAID has worked to expand the mandate of its relief  
programs to include longer term development to rehabilitate stable areas in the 
south. Not surprisingly, interviewees in Juba generally perceive the US as having 
difficulty reorienting its assistance policies from conflict, displacement, and insecu-
rity to a vision focused on reconstruction and development. 

“When I worked at USAID in the 
1990s in southern Sudan, US 

planes, funds, and food allowed 
OLS to help hundreds of   

thousands of  people.”

—Former USAID staff member

“Looking back, the relief-to- 
development transition was not 

very successful. We should 
have been able to do this much 

better because USAID had 
large budgets in all accounts.” 

—USAID country mission staff member

“There is no question that  
humanitarian tools were used  

for development goals. This was 
in part because, at the start-up 

of  the US mission, programming 
was painfully slow and there was 

an urgent need to begin more 
‘developmental’ programming, 
whether interventions to stimu-

late agricultural production, more 
training in health, roads, etc.”   

—USAID country mission staff member
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Incoherent strategy
Support from USAID has kept many schools open, rebuilt war-damaged schools, 
and trained a much-needed cadre of teachers. Smaller programs, too, such as  
microfinance, have helped many southern Sudanese rebuild their lives (Case  
study 1), and humanitarian programs in refugee camps have provided much- 
needed basic amenities. 

However, interviewees stressed the incoherence of USAID’s overall strategy.  
Mirroring the bureaucratic divisions in Washington, separate staff worked on  
different sectoral areas (health, democracy, education, etc.), with little or no  
coordination across programs, much less a strategic focus. 

Case study 1. Rebuilding small businesses after decades of war

Juba’s Konyokonyo market is where ordinary southern Sudanese do their daily 
shopping. Trucks unload pineapples, vendors sell vegetables, men repair worn-
out car tires, and carpenters build beds and tables. It’s with pride that the Malakia 
branch manager of  Sudan Microfinance Institution (or SUMI) explains how most of  
these vendors are his clients. Indeed, SUMI has enabled many of  these vendors to 
set up shop for the first time. 

In fragile contexts like southern Sudan, with limited access to financial services, 
USAID typically initiates microfinance programming by supporting the start-up  
of  a small number of  best practice institutions that will serve as “market leaders” 
to demonstrate the viability of  microfinance.

USAID’s southern Sudan Agriculture Revitalization Program created SUMI in Yei, 
Central Equatoria State, in 2002 and later established two new branches in the 
Bahr el Ghazal region. It also introduced a small business loan instrument and  
a management information system to accommodate multicurrency operations. 

Today SUMI operates five branches, and the Juba branch alone manages two 
million Sudanese pounds in loans. USAID expects the number of  providers and 
diversity of  products to increase as the market matures. At that point, USAID may 
shift from supporting individual retail institutions to more broadly supporting the 
microfinance sector as a whole and the market infrastructure it needs to thrive.

USAID funding for microfinance has enabled 
carpenters like this one to operate shops in Juba’s 
Konyokonyo market.

Omar Ortez / Oxfam America

“We did an excellent plan— 
the Sudan Strategy Statement. 
Our weakness was in USAID’s 
internal management of  the 
development program—we had 
a group of  separate scattered 
programs that did not relate 
much to each other—a few 
schools over there, some  
clinics in another place, some 
infrastructure work unrelated  
to the others.”

—USAID country mission staff member 
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Modernizing US 
foreign aid

Security threats, chronic humanitarian needs, lack of infrastructure, the limited  
government capacity, and the general weakness of local institutions all combine  
to make development work extremely difficult in southern Sudan. For the USAID 
mission, development is further constrained by burdensome reporting require-
ments, poor coordination, and limited predictability. 

Reporting requirements 
That Congress requires transparency by federal agencies is a strength of the  
US government. The kind of reporting it requires of USAID missions is not. Under 
normal operating conditions, USAID’s reporting system is already fairly labor-inten-
sive. The complexity of the Sudan program only raises the burden on field staff with 
regard to reporting. 

Interviewees explained how creation of the Bureau of Foreign Assistance (“the 
F Bureau”) has added further burdens. Developing the new Country Operational 
Plans has been extremely demanding, diverting time and resources from program 
management. Just as important, aid practitioners are dismayed with what they are 
being asked to report. Across USAID and NGOs, many voiced concerns that the 
standardization of the data produced to “meet the requirements” is too narrowly 
focused on outputs instead of outcomes, failing to reflect the broader impacts of 
any given program.  

Not enough coordination
Because the US doesn’t engage in the many pooled funds for southern Sudan 
(Case study 2), coordination with the government and other donors is especially 
important. There were mixed reviews as to how well the US coordinates its aid.

Several development practitioners noted that they rarely see US contractors at 
coordination meetings convened by NGOs or the GOSS; they claim it is more  
likely they’ll find US contractors by chance on the ground while implementing  
their projects. USAID, however, felt it coordinated very closely with the southern 
Sudanese, particularly given the long history and connections between the  
USAID humanitarian staff and SPLM officials who are now part of the GOSS. 

“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.”

—USAID country mission staff member 

“We got money to run PEPFAR 
[President’s Emergency Plan  

for AIDS Relief]. I only needed a 
mid-level person to implement 

the program, but I needed  
a senior person to do all the  
reporting. I had to pay three 

times the mid-level salary 
 so that they would be able  

to fill out PEPFAR’s  
reporting requirements.”

—Director of US NGO managing  
PEPFAR funds in southern Sudan

“We have a difficult time  
knowing what exactly the US 

private contractors are doing, for 
instance, on health or education.

They might be delivering great 
programs. But we usually learn 
about them only when we meet 

them on the ground.”

—International NGO staff member
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Improving predictability
In a country where the rainy season defines accessibility to rural areas, predictable, 
multiyear funding can be life-saving. Until recently, it was nearly impossible for the 
GOSS to know in advance what the US was planning with its assistance because 
of delays in the US budgeting process. This uncertainty reduced transparency and 
hindered government planning and donor coordination. A major milestone was 
reached in 2008 when the US and the GOSS signed a bilateral agreement outlining 
activities based on agreed-upon priorities. 

Case study �. Costly constraints

Because US aid is so important to the overall success of  southern Sudan’s  
recovery, other donors and southern Sudanese often pressure the US to be  
flexible, supporting pooled funding to make such funding more effective and  
efficient or stepping in where other donors and the government have left off.  
Constraints on the US aid system mean USAID currently can do neither.

Since the implementation of  the CPA, donors have engaged in several pooled 
funding mechanisms, such as the UN-managed Common Humanitarian Fund,  
the World Bank-managed Multidonor Trust Fund, the UK Department for  
International Development-led Basic Services Fund, and the UN-managed  
Sudan Recovery Fund. Some pooled mechanisms have been more effective  
than others in providing returnees with basic services like water and sanitation,  
or initial investment in agriculture to improve their livelihoods. Despite these  
efforts, the southern Sudanese still face life-threatening gaps in the provision  
of  basic services.

Pooled funding may be a promising practice that improves donor coordination  
and alignment as well as simplifying procedures for the host government. Yet  
the US may legitimately not want to participate in pooled funding when there’s  
so much uncertainty about which pooled funding mechanism will be sustained 
and which will work better than others—some funds have been slow, not well 
targeted, and difficult to access by local actors, while others have performed 
relatively well. In this context, it’s no surprise that the US is hesitant to participate 
in pooled efforts. Given the ongoing challenges the US already has in committing 
to coordinated mechanisms, it would be logical for the US to take the role of  filling 
in the gaps. However, the current aid structures and procedures don’t allow the  
US to effectively embrace that option either. Priorities are not being set in the field 
by practitioners who can identify funding gaps and respond in a timely way. 

“We are now planning next 
year’s budget. We already told 
donors what our priorities are 
going to be and gave them our 
numbers on what we can fund 
with our own resources. Most of  
the donors have already given 
us their funding commitments, 
but we don’t have any numbers 
from the US yet. We need these 
figures to plan our work.”

—GOSS Ministry of Finance staff member

What should be temporary shelter becomes 
permanent for many southern Sudanese. Chronic 
insecurity and the poverty it sustains further  
exacerbate the challenges for aid practitioners  
on the ground. 

Omar Ortez / Oxfam America
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“Donors shouldn’t miss  
the target. … Centralized  

funding mechanisms  
[in Juba and Washington]  

might make sense for larger 
and long-term projects—like 
the construction of  interstate 
roads—but they don’t make 

sense for delivering basic ser-
vices and development projects 

at the state and county levels.”

—Southern Sudan’s local  
government board staff member

“The bulk of  the USAID  
mission to Sudan, and the  

real senior-level staff, is  
split between Khartoum  

and Nairobi, which seems  
to complicate their decision- 

making process in Juba.”

—Donor staff member

Promoting ownership 
by governments 
and citizens

Ownership is about responsible governments and their citizens deciding how 
foreign aid can best support their development strategies. Even in fragile contexts 
with almost unimaginable capacity constraints, foreign aid can empower or under-
mine local populations and their leadership. The US, as the largest bilateral donor 
in southern Sudan, has enormous potential to give the southern Sudanese control 
over their own development agenda, including by continued support of the CPA and 
by having the field capacity to work even more closely with the southern Sudanese. 
One promising initiative reflects the importance of putting the southern Sudanese 
people in charge (Case study 3). 

Helping the CPA deliver for southern Sudanese
Building the capacity of public institutions to set policies and manage resources  
is critical in any fragile context, but especially so in the context of southern Sudan, 
which will have the option to become an independent country in 2011. Whether 
the southern Sudanese achieve the capacity to stand on their own—as a regional 
government or a separate country should they choose to do so—has major implica-
tions for regional stability and sustainable peace. 

The US was an important actor behind the CPA signed between the Sudanese  
government in Khartoum and the SPLM/A. The CPA created an opportunity for the 
US and other donors to help tackle the political and economic contradictions that  
drive the country’s recurrent crisis, thereby helping southern Sudan prepare for its 
next steps. 

The GOSS currently has limited ability to provide services at state and county 
levels. It needs the donor community to play a complementary and in some cases 
subsidiary role, while at the same time helping the GOSS to increase its own 
capacity. But not all donor funding mechanisms are fit to achieve the double task of 
delivering services while creating capacity in fragile contexts. More flexible funding 
mechanisms are needed to meet the simultaneous humanitarian, early recovery, 
and development needs in southern Sudan.
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A weakened field presence
Responding to the needs of a country in crisis often requires a degree of flexibility 
and capacity that the USAID field mission simply does not have. Decision makers 
in Washington are reportedly limiting the USAID mission’s latitude to respond to  
the needs of the southern Sudanese. 

Placing an office in Juba was a step in the right direction, but the mission remains 
understaffed: while the agency average is one staff person per $2 million of pro-
grams, the Sudan program averaged one staff person per $15 million in 2006–7. 
The mission also has virtually no decision-making power on larger strategic issues. 

Though larger staff per se can actually undermine local ownership, interviewees 
pointed to the loss of institutional learning and organizational capacity to adapt and 
innovate. Downsizing meant less people doing more work, but also a costly loss of 
technical expertise and experience. 

Case study �. Listening to citizens 

Though formally a part of  the north under the CPA, Southern Kordofan remains 
quite marginalized like southern Sudan. There, USAID is supporting the innovative 
efforts of  the state government to work with communities on development initiatives. 

Following decades of  violent conflict and the signing of  the CPA, reformers in 
Southern Kordofan created the Ministry of  Rural Development and Water Resources 
(MRDWR) to promote the economic and social development of  the state. Funded 
by USAID in late 2007, the MRDWR piloted community development centers in the 
provincial capitals of  Kadugli, Rashad, and Al Fula as a way to offset centralized 
development planning, which has long excluded communities from decision-making 
processes. The centers are a venue for local authorities to discuss development  
priorities with communities. International groups, in turn, plan to use the centers 
for capacity building to strengthen government accountability and civic action. 
USAID is currently training 120 officials from the state’s 10 ministries on participa-
tory methods for planning and implementing development projects that are tailored 
to the needs, priorities, and resources of  individual communities. The training also 
promotes better collaboration across ministries. 

USAID expects this bottom-up approach to improve dialogue and collaboration 
between government authorities, local leaders, and community-based organiza-
tions as they develop plans for essential infrastructure and services, crucial steps 
in securing more equitable development and lasting peace.

(Source: USAID, “Planting seeds for grassroots development in Southern Kordofan,” 
news release, June 2008, www.usaid.gov/our_work/cross-cutting_programs/ 
transition_initiatives/country/sudan/topic0608a.pdf.)

US development practitioners in southern Sudan know too well the incredible  
challenges of delivering aid in a context almost unimaginable to those in Washington. 
They also know that USAID can and should increasingly focus more on longer term 
development efforts, under less centrally imposed burdens, and in ways that support 
the southern Sudanese in their own efforts to rebuild their lives and communities. 
As policy makers consider ways of reforming US foreign assistance, these voices 
should remind them of the dire needs of millions living in conflict, and the importance 
of having a civilian force strong enough to be a partner in development. 

“In the 1990s, USAID had a far 
bigger staff, with greater reach 
and depth in the field than any 
other donor. USAID was so big 
and important that at times it 
[USAID] almost seemed not to 
care what other donors were 
thinking. USAID set the policy.”

—USAID country mission staff member

“We no longer have our  
intellectual horses … to  
tackle philosophical but also  
organizational and operational 
issues on development, to be 
innovative, to be more adaptive. 
… By losing our most experi-
enced staff, we’ve also lost a 
lot of  our historical institutional 
learning. Any change should 
restore our capacity to lead 
with ideas, and should respond 
to the question of  how it will 
strengthen us.”

—USAID country mission staff member

Rebuilding government offices in southern Sudan.

Omar Ortez / Oxfam America
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Oxfam America is working to increase the effectiveness of  US 
foreign aid by placing the voices and priorities of  poor people 
at the center of  aid policy and practice. Through analytical and 
field research, we bring out the hopes and concerns of  intended 
beneficiaries, implementing partners, aid professionals, other 
donors, and host governments. Through political advocacy, we 
ensure that these voices are heard by policy makers who have  
the power to make US foreign aid more effective in the fight  
against global poverty.

Cover: Vendors like this in Juba’s Konyokonyo market have benefited from 
USAID’s microfinance program in southern Sudan.
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