
 

 

The White Oak Recommendations 
On  

Effective Global Development in the U.S. National Interest  
 

On March 20-22nd, 2009, more than 40 senior professionals from the U.S. development, defense, and diplomatic 
communities gathered at the Howard Gilman Foundation’s White Oak Conference Center in Florida to discuss how 
to make U.S. global development efforts more effective, both as an independent goal of U.S. foreign policy and as 
a means of achieving other defense and diplomatic goals.   Following are the broad points of consensus.    

I. Priority Recommendations 

 
1. President Obama should continue to affirm the importance of global development to U.S. national interests, 

and explain to Americans that the current aid system needs modernization because:  

 U.S. economic prospects, security interests and global standing depend on strengthening partners for 
peace, opening new markets for goods, and demonstrating political will to impact human security globally;  

 Sustainable development is not only a U.S. foreign policy goal in and of itself but also essential to helping 
achieve other U.S. diplomatic and defense goals;   

 Current U.S. development, aid policies and structures were designed for another era and different 
challenges; and 

 Facing a global economic crisis, U.S. global investments must be spent more cost- and impact-effectively. 
 

2.   The National Security Council should develop a National Strategy for Global Development (“NSGD”) which: 

 Explains how sustainable development benefits U.S. national interests in ways both distinct from immediate 
U.S. diplomatic and defense interests and complementary to long-term political, economic and security goals;  

 Defines development broadly (see page two), lays out a clear statement of purpose for U.S. global 
development efforts, a limited number of objectives to achieve that purpose, a strategy for achieving 
those objectives, and guidance on authorities, responsibilities and operating principles for implementing 
that strategy; and 

 Provides the framework for future legislative reforms in a living document that is revisited over time.  
 

3.  Congress should rewrite foreign assistance legislation, to provide a simple, coherent one-stop shop for those 
seeking legislative guidance on U.S. development policy.  It should: 

 Reflect an integrated approach to U.S. development priorities, involving Congress, the Administration and 
the development community;    

 Rationalize all humanitarian and overseas development authorities and funding accounts;  

 Protect the distinct role and authority of those responsible for implementing U.S. development policy; and 

 Promote coherence with U.S. trade, international financing, and security policies.  
 

4. The Administration should empower one operational agency for development and reconstruction, with    
leadership at least at the level of a Deputy Secretary, that has the authority, resources and capacity to: 

 Integrate the work of USAID, the MCC, PEPFAR and other relevant development offices and programs;  

 Engage OMB on the development budget; 

 Lead policy formulation and coordination on development issues throughout the civilian and military 
branches of U.S. government, and represent development concerns in all relevant interagency processes; 

 Better balance security constraints for U.S. development professionals in the field with the need to work 
closely with developing country governments and in communities; and 

 Hire, train and retain more field staff with language and technical skills as well as contextual knowledge.  
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II. Additional Consensus Points 
 

A. Purpose:  What is the right purpose for U.S. development policy? 

In framing the purpose of U.S. development efforts, policies should:   
 
Define development broadly.  Development is not the same as foreign assistance--development concerns all those 
policies that aim (or should aim) to positively impact global human security, and include trade, security, diplomatic, 
and financing (as well as humanitarian, reconstruction, and sustainable economic development) policies.    
 
Allow for different approaches and measures of success. While the overall purpose should be simple and 
universal—e.g. to promote human security in all its economic, political and security dimensions—that purpose 
should allow for different approaches and metrics in countries with divergent humanitarian suffering and poverty, 
geostrategic importance, local capacity, cultural, ethnic and religious traditions, natural resources, political will and 
accountability to citizens.   
 
Seek global impact. The U.S. does not have the option to ignore any development crisis or geographic contexts.  The 
U.S. should strive to work with others to meet basic economic and social standards and develop functioning 
governance and security institutions in every developing country.    
 
Reframe timelines. Helping countries develop functioning legal economies, just polities and adequate security takes 
many years.  Policies need to reframe timelines for measuring success, increase capacity for long-term thinking and 
planning, and educate the American public on the opportunity costs of seeking quick wins.  
 

B. Objectives:  What should be the priorities for delivering on that purpose? 

In prioritizing key objectives for delivering on that purpose, policies should:  
 
Build strong and accountable states and societies.  While Americans want tax dollars to directly impact people 
living in poverty, there has never been a macro-success story without an effective state behind it.  U.S. development 
efforts should do more to support states, both centrally and sub-nationally, to manage their development, support 
civil society groups to hold state actors accountable, and provide services that the state cannot or will not.     
 
Balance outcomes and recipient capacity to achieve sustainable development. In addition to delivering 
development outcomes (e.g. better healthcare, education and job opportunities) for people living in poverty, the 
U.S. should help build country capacity to deliver outcomes more sustainably, by focusing on strengthening 
responsible government and civil society leadership, accountable institutions and functioning infrastructure.  
 
Foster economic growth and the means to distribute the benefits of growth equitably. The United States should 
assist countries in promoting their own economic growth and should help countries establish the institutions to 
distribute the gains from growth more equitably across their societies. 
 
Reduce presidential initiatives and congressional earmarks.  These restrictions prescribe how foreign aid dollars are 
spent, and limit the ability of U.S. government field professionals to align and adapt U.S. support to local priorities 
and contexts.   
 
Develop better metrics of accountability and success.   The challenge is not accounting for results—earmarks and 
the current grant and contract systems require constant measurement and reporting.   The U.S. needs better 
metrics of the right results that achieve lasting developmental impact, based on a new grand bargain between 
congress and the executive branch.       
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C. Strategy: How should the U.S. seek to achieve those objectives? 

In prioritizing and sequencing strategies for achieving those objectives, policies should:  
 
Move more decision-making to the field.  Field missions should be consulted on objectives, and need discretion to 
set strategic and budget priorities based on perceived needs, and more flexible authorities to implement programs.   
 
Put greater emphasis on locally owned solutions.  Effective development motivates and provides incentives for 
local actors to work towards agreed development goals.  Aid should work through or in close coordination with local 
budgets where possible. Comprehending gender roles and other important local dynamics, our development efforts 
should be catalytic and driven by recipient country priorities, capacities, political will and citizen initiative.   
 
Rethink technical assistance provision.   Too often, the U.S. creates parallel structures and positions that 
“substitute” rather than “transfer” capacity.  We need to measure and value not only whether contractual outputs 
have been met, but whether local counterparts have the ability to independently execute core functions.   
 
Reward research, risk and innovation.   The U.S. development agency should be a global leader in researching best 
practice, promoting innovation and then leveraging what works so that good ideas are brought to scale.  It needs to 
accommodate the inherent risk in trying new approaches toward development, and ensure that lessons learned 
from failed initiatives are applied toward designing future programs. 
 
Make aid data more transparent and predictable.  If recipient countries are to take more responsibility for 
managing U.S. aid effectively, each U.S. development agency should publish what it gives in aid to each country in a 
form that recipient countries can use and their citizenries (and U.S. tax payers) can access.  
 
Partner in new ways and with new actors. The U.S. should participate more in functioning recipient government 
coordination mechanisms, strengthen multilateral finance and aid coordination bodies, and engage in more public-
private partnerships with multinational corporations and major foundations.  It also needs to reinvigorate mutually 
supportive long-term partnerships with local and international NGOs and civil society groups.  
 
Adopt international aid effectiveness principles. The U.S. should be leading, not lagging behind, on measures of 
international aid effectiveness, including the Paris Declaration and the Accra Agenda for Action.    

 

D.  Authorities:  Who should set and implement policies and strategy? 

Who should set and implement policies and strategy?  A reinvigorated development agency should have:  
 
A strong and independent voice.  The agency needs leadership with instant credibility with US congressional, executive 
and military leadership and the American public on development and foreign policy concerns.  That leadership needs 
to ensure development has a seat at the foreign policy table in Washington and in developing countries.    
 
 Authority over budgets.  Coordinating with the State Department, the Department of Defense, Treasury, USDA, 
USTR, the NSC, and other relevant federal agencies, the U.S. development agency needs the capacity and authority 
to determine allocations of the U.S. development budget.   
 
Authority over policy.   Beyond simply restoring the Bureau for Policy and Program Coordination, the U.S. 
development agency needs the capacity and authority to craft whole-of-government development policies and 
engage in strategic planning, both in Washington and from the field.   
 
Authority to convene and represent development priorities.  The U.S. development agency needs the capacity and 
authority to coordinate development policy and implementation through the interagency process, and speak for 
development to Congress, other Executive branch agencies, international organizations, civil society and the private sector.  



 

4 
 

III. Contradictions Worth Considering 

The following contradictions were identified and debated by participants; although no consensus was reached on 
how to reconcile these contradictions, all agreed that they merit further consideration and debate by policy makers:  

 Emphasizing and increasing the interdependence of diplomacy, defense and development risks undermining the 
independence and integrity of U.S. development policy;  

 Asking the Administration to give more independence to development risks unintentionally appearing to 
question the commitment of the Secretary of State to development for its own sake; 

 Accountability to recipients, who want more ownership over priority setting, more responsibility over funds and more 
predictable aid over longer time lines, needs to be reconciled with annual accountability to US tax payers and Congress; 

 Using crisis areas such as Afghanistan as laboratories for global development policy may well raise the political 
profile of development, but is not necessarily an accurate or appropriate template for other situations; and 

 Public support for development often demands simple, measurable “wins” – but effective development that is 
recipient-driven and harmonized with other efforts is hard to measure and explain in “bumper-sticker” terms. 

IV. Participants 

The following White Oak conference participants have agreed to be listed as signatories to this document:  
 
Nisha Agrawal 
Oxfam India 

William Anderson 
USAID (former) 

Elizabeth Becker 
Oxfam America (Board)  

R. Stephen Brent 
National Defense 
University/USAID 

Reuben Brigety 
Center for American 
Progress 

Richard Brown 
Advance Engineering 
Associates International  

Kathleen Campbell 
Save the Children 

Winny Chen 
Center for American 
Progress 

Sabina Dewan 
Center for American 
Progress 

Evan Elliott 
InterAction 

 

Patrick Fine 
Academy for Educational 
Development  

Ethan Frisch 
Howard Gilman Foundation 

Tony Gambino 
USAID (former) 

Steve Hansch 
Georgetown University 

Julie Howard 
Partnership to Cut Hunger & 
Poverty in Africa 

Joseph Iarocci 
CARE 

George Ingram 
Academy for Educational 
Development  

James Kunder 
German Marshall Fund  

Nancy Lindborg 
Mercy Corps 

Johannes Linn 
Brookings Institution 

Peter McPherson 
Association of Public & 
Land-grant Universities 

Monica Mills 
Bread for the World 

Larry Nowels 
Independent Consultant 

Paul O'Brien 
Oxfam America 

Nora O'Connell 
Women Thrive Worldwide 

Ray Offenheiser 
Oxfam America 

Archana Palaniappan 
Oxfam America 

Jeremiah S. Pam 
Treasury Department 
(former) 

George Rupp 
International Rescue 
Committee 

John Sewell 
Wilson Center 

Ritu Sharma 
Women Thrive Worldwide 

Todd Shelton 
InterAction 

Emmy Simmons 
USAID (former) 

Smita Singh 
Hewlett Foundation 

Andrew Sweet 
Center for American 
Progress 

Beth Tritter 
Glover Park Group 

Noam Unger 
Brookings Institution 

Aaron Williams 
RTI International 

Doug Wilson 
The Leaders Project 

Jennifer Windsor 
Freedom House 

Sam Worthington 
InterAction 

Frank Young 
Abt Associates 
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