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USAID’s 12 central bureaus and independent offices, located in the agency’s Washington, DC 
headquarters, provide policy guidance along with administrative, research, and technical support 
to more than 60 field missions. USAID missions are tasked with country-level agenda setting as 
well as project design, implementation, and evaluation.2  The president typically nominates 13 
positions at USAID, 12 of  which require Senate confirmation, including the agency’s inspector 
general.3

The US Development Policy 
Initiative (DPI)seeks to broaden 
the US government’s ap-
proach to development while 
strengthening existing foreign 
assistance tools. Its engage-
ment with policymakers is 
backed by rigorous research 
and analysis of a full range of 
investment, trade, technology, 
and foreign assistance related 
issues.

Visit cgdev.org/usdpi for 
more information.

Structure and Organization

Overview

The US Agency for International Development (USAID) is the lead US devel-
opment agency, managing roughly $20 billion in annual appropriations. The 
agency operates in over 120 countries, including the world’s poorest and most 
fragile. Its work spans a wide range of sectors, supporting humanitarian relief, 
economic growth, health, education, and more. USAID’s broad remit reflects 
the agency’s mission: “We partner to end extreme poverty and promote resil-
ient, democratic societies while advancing our security and prosperity.” 1
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Figure 1: USAID Organizational Chart4

While USAID is an independent agency, it lacks full independent authority over its budget 
and receives policy guidance from the Department of  State. The dynamics of  USAID’s 
relationship to the Department of  State are complex and have evolved over time. 
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In 1998, Congress passed legislation requiring USAID’s adminis-
trator to “report to and be under the direct authority and foreign 
policy guidance of  the Secretary of  State.” The same bill man-
dated a reorganization plan from the president addressing the 
“consolidation and streamlining of  the Agency and the transfer 
of  certain functions” to the Department of  State.5 President Bill 
Clinton issued Executive Order 13118 to guide implementation 
of  the legislated changes. But even in light of  new reporting 
requirements, the order maintained “The United States Agency 
for International Development is an independent establishment 
within the Executive branch.”6

Another significant change occurred in 2006, when the George 
W. Bush administration created the State Department role of  
director of  foreign assistance, which was held concurrently by 
the administrator of  USAID. This dual-hatted arrangement gave 
the USAID administrator greater influence and authority over 
budget and planning processes, but some observers warned 
it was a “de facto merger” that could cloud US foreign aid 
objectives and effectively weaken the agency’s own management 
capacity.7  Ultimately the change was short-lived. The Barack 
Obama administration maintained the Office of  US Foreign 
Assistance (F Bureau) at the State Department, but deter-
mined that USAID’s administrator would no longer serve as its 
director. Under the banner of  elevating development policy, the 
Obama administration also reestablished a policy office within 
USAID. Today, State retains significant budgetary authority over 
USAID. USAID and State submit a joint congressional budget 
justification to accompany the president’s annual budget request, 
and periodically detail future direction and priorities in a joint 
strategic plan.8   But USAID’s Bureau for Policy, Planning and 
Learning (PPL) ensures the agency has an independent voice 
in interagency policy discussions and plays a critical role in over-
seeing its strategic direction. PPL is also uniquely positioned to 

look across the agency’s range of  programs to understand what 
works and what does not—and to use evidence to drive policy 
decisions.

Most funding for USAID is appropriated through the Depart-
ment of  State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs Ap-
propriations bill. The notable exception is funding for interna-
tional food aid under the Food for Peace program, also known 
as P.L. 480, which is funded through Agriculture appropriations 
legislation. USAID manages over one-third of  the International 
Affairs budget (“150” account).9

Because USAID jointly manages a number of  funds with the 
State Department, budget figures for the agency alone are 
estimates. In some cases, USAID receives additional fund-
ing through transfers from the other agencies. The following 
accounts are “core” accounts that typically have fallen under the 
jurisdiction of  USAID. 

USAID’s administrative costs are funded through the Operating 
Expenses and the Capital Investment Fund accounts. Operat-
ing Expenses supports the salary, benefits, security, and other 
human capital needs of  the agency, while the Capital Investment 
Fund supports facility construction, information technology, and 
property maintenance.11

USAID also implements a sizable portion of  funding from the 
State Department’s Global Health account and co-manages with 
State the Economic Support Fund (ESF), Assistance for Europe, 
Eurasia, & Central Asia (AEECA), and the Democracy Fund. 
USAID is a major implementing partner of  global health pro-
grams under the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief  

Budget

FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13 FY14 FY15 FY16 
enact.

FY17 
req.

Global Health - USAID 2,519 2,498 2,625 2,626 2,770 3,096 2,755 2,834

Development Assistance 2,520 2,520 2,520 2,718 2,507 2,507 2,781 2,960

International Disaster Assistance 845 863 1,095 1,550 1,801 3,331 2,794 1,957

Transition Initiatives 55 55 94 69 58 67 67 78

Complex Crises Fund 50 40 50 53 40 50 30 30

Development Credit Authority - Subsidy -25 -30 -40 -40 -40 -40 -40 -60

Development Credit Authority - Adminis-
trative Expenses

9 8 8 8 8 8 8 10

Food for Peace Act Title II 1,690 1,497 1,466 1,359 1,466 1,466 1,716 1,350

USAID Operating Expenses 1,389 1,347 1,347 1,279 1,140 1,235 1,283 1,405

USAID Capital Investment Fund 185 130 130 123 118 131 168 200

USAID Inspector General Operating 
Expenses

50 46 51 48 55 60 66 68

Table 1: Budget Summary for USAID “Core” Accounts (USD millions)10
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(PEPFAR), which is overseen by State’s Office of  the Global 
AIDS Coordinator. USAID implements ESF programming in 
democracy, human rights, governance, economic growth, and 
agriculture. Other agencies also implement programs funded by 
ESF and State-administered global health accounts.

USAID relies primarily on grant-based financing, employing a 
range of  project designs and mechanisms, including competitive 
grants, contracts, cooperative agreements, public-private partner-
ships, government-to-government assistance, and host country 
contracts.12  Projects are carried out by a wide variety of  devel-
opment partners, though American organizations remain the 
largest implementers of  USAID programs. Nearly half  of  US-
AID’s procurements went to US-based for-profit and nonprofit 
organizations in FY2014.13 All large and innovative projects must 
undergo evaluation, according to agency policy.14  USAID has 
dramatically increased the number of  evaluations it conducts 
each year, from 82 in FY2006 to 246 in FY2015.15

In 2010, the agency launched a reform agenda dubbed USAID 
Forward, which set out to increase the agency’s capacity to de-
liver results, promote partnerships to ensure development gains 
are sustained, and encourage innovation to tackle development 
challenges.16  The agency outlined a range of  targets designed 
to measure progress toward its greater objectives. USAID has 
issued regular data and reports detailing its achievements under 
the Forward agenda.17

To help ensure the agency’s activities are appropriately tailored 
to a particular context and align with both US and recipient 
country objectives, each mission is required to develop a five-
year planning document known as a Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy (CDCS). The CDCSs are meant to reflect 
local priorities and circumstances, while taking into account 
policy priorities and spending directives from Washington. But 
according to a 2015 report from USAID’s Office of  the Inspec-
tor General, presidential initiatives and congressional directives 
often constrained mission decisions.18

Of  the US agencies working to advance development, USAID 
has the widest remit in geographic range and sector. USAID 
operates in over 120 countries, including fragile and conflict-af-
fected states.19 USAID’s activities seek to address a vast range of  
development challenges, from health and food security to eco-
nomic growth and democracy. USAID also serves as the lead US 
agency providing humanitarian assistance. In addition to the five 
areas of  work profiled below, USAID is active in other sectors, 
including education, water, and sanitation. Several cross-cutting 
issues, such as ending extreme poverty, promoting gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment, and combating global climate 
change, are integrated into USAID’s programming across sec-
tors. Recently, USAID has increased investment in innovation, 

creating the US Global Development Lab and initiatives like 
Development Innovations Ventures, which seek to inspire and 
test new solutions to development challenges.20 

Responding to and Averting Crisis: USAID is a leader 
in delivering humanitarian aid. The agency delivers this assis-
tance through its Office of  US Foreign Disaster Assistance 
(OFDA) under the Bureau for Democracy, Conflict, and 
Humanitarian Assistance (DCHA). Through OFDA, USAID 
helps countries prepare for, respond to, and recover from hu-
manitarian crises, including both man-made and natural disasters. 
OFDA was founded in 1964 with a mandate to save lives, allevi-
ate human suffering, and reduce the social and economic impact 
of  disasters. In the event of  a crisis or disaster, OFDA deploys 
a Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART) to coordinate the 
US government response on the ground. The DART-organized 
response may include supporting health service delivery, build-
ing latrines, and facilitating the distribution of  emergency relief  
supplies—such as blankets, emergency shelters, and hygiene 
kits.21 OFDA also activates a Response Management Team at 
USAID’s headquarters to engage in response planning and 
liaise with other US government agencies. In FY2016, OFDA 
had six DARTs in the field, responding to crises in Syria, South 
Sudan, Iraq, West Africa, and Ethiopia.22 In addition to disaster 
response, USAID works in countries to prevent conflict and 
prepare for future natural disasters. USAID’s Office of  Food 
for Peace manages emergency food assistance to address the 
immediate food and nutrition needs of  vulnerable populations.23

The budget for humanitarian assistance is primarily drawn from 
the International Disaster Assistance account. The Transition 
Initiatives account funds projects in countries transitioning out 
of  conflict, and the Complex Crises Fund supports projects 
that address the root causes of  conflict in emerging crises.24 

The Office of  Food for Peace, a separate office under DCHA, 
manages most international food assistance. While considered 
part of  the foreign affairs budget, funding for the Food for 
Peace program—which relies heavily on in-kind food aid—is 
appropriated through the Agriculture appropriations bill, and 
the program’s authorization is regularly renewed through the 
Farm bill. Some of  this food assistance is delivered in response 
to emergencies, but the program also supports efforts to address 
the more chronic challenges of  hunger and malnutrition.25

USAID’s Approach

Activities
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Advancing Global Health: Several US agencies are en-
gaged in efforts to promote global health, including the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the Department 
of  Health and Human Services (HHS), and the Department 
of  State.27 USAID funds health service provision and supports 
health care systems in low- and middle-income countries. The 
agency’s global health activities, coordinated by the Bureau of  
Global Health, cover a wide range of  health needs, addressing 
HIV/AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, maternal and child health, 
family planning, and nutrition. USAID’s maternal and child 
health programs are currently active in 25 countries that together 
account for two-thirds of  the world’s maternal and child deaths. 
USAID is also the world’s largest bilateral funder of  family 
planning programs around the world; these focus on improving 
access to modern contraceptive methods and ensuring wom-
en’s reproductive health.28 As an implementing agency under 
PEPFAR, USAID provides training and technical assistance to 

prevent the transmission of  HIV/AIDS, treatment for people 
living with HIV/AIDS, and support for programs in other 
sectors linked to HIV/AIDS.29  The agency also supports efforts 
to improve the screening, diagnostics, and treatment services 
for infectious diseases like tuberculosis and malaria. Specifically, 
USAID works with CDC/HHS to implement the President’s 
Malaria Initiative, which President George W. Bush launched to 
reduce malaria mortality by 50 percent in 19 African focus coun-
tries plus a region of  southeast Asia.30 As the US representative 
on the GAVI Alliance, the agency advocates increased access to 
vaccines for children in the world’s poorest countries.31

USAID receives direct appropriations for global health pro-
grams, and as a key implementing partner under PEPFAR is 
responsible for implementing programs funded through the 
State Department as well.

FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13 FY14 FY15 FY16 
enact.

FY17 
req.

International Disaster Assistance 845 863 1,095 1,550 1,801 3,331 2,794 1,957

Transition Initiatives 55 55 94 69 58 67 67 78

Complex Crises Fund 50 40 50 53 40 50 30 30

P.L. 480, Title II 1,690 1,497 1,466 1,359 1,466 1,466 1,716 1,350

Table 2: Budget Summary for Addressing Crises (USD millions)26

FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13 FY14 FY15 FY16 
enact.

FY17 
req.

Global Health - USAID 2,519 2,498 2,625 2,626 2,770 2,784 2,755 2,834

…of which HIV/AIDS 350 349 350 333 330 330 330 330

…of which Tuberculosis 225 225 236 225 236 236 191 236

…of which Malaria 585 619 650 656 665 670 674 674

…of which Maternal and Child Health 474 549 606 627 705 715 770 750

…of which Nutrition 75 89 95 95 115 115 101 125

…of which Vulnerable Children 15 15 18 17 22 22 15 22

…of which Family Planning/
Reproductive Health

529 527 524 532 524 524 538 524

...of which Neglected Tropical Diseases 65 77 89 86 100 100 87 100

…of which Global Health Security/Pandemic 
Influenza and Other Emerging Threats 

201 48 58 55 73 73 50 73

Table 3: Budget Summary for Global Health (USD millions)32
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Promoting Democracy, Human Rights, and 
Governance (DRG): USAID’s support for democracy, 
human rights, and governance fits squarely within the agency’s 
mission to promote democratic societies. Assistance in this area 
aims to serve US national interests by promoting security and 
stability in countries around the world. USAID’s DRG activities 
are largely coordinated by the Bureau for Democracy, Con-
flict, and Humanitarian Assistance (DCHA). The agency’s 
activities in this area have included strengthening civil society 
and electoral management bodies, expanding voter education, 
and monitoring electoral processes.33 Along with State, USAID 
also works closely with governments and civil society to counter 
human trafficking.34

USAID’s budget for DRG is largely funded by the USAID-man-
aged Development Assistance (DA) and the State-USAID jointly 
managed Economic Support Fund (ESF) accounts. In FY2015, 
USAID allocated $152 million from DA, $1,223 million from 
ESF, and $131 million from the Democracy Fund to DRG 
programs.35

Promoting Economic Growth to End Extreme 
Poverty: Broad-based economic growth is central to USAID’s 
mission to end extreme poverty. Economic growth is also key to 
countries achieving greater self-reliance through the mobilization 
of  domestic resources to finance development. And USAID’s 
economic growth programs promote US interests by helping 
to build new markets for American companies and encourage 
political stability.36  USAID’s Bureau for Economic Growth, 
Education, and the Environment (E3) provides leadership in 
this area.

USAID’s work to further economic growth encompasses proj-
ects focused on infrastructure, trade, financial inclusion, and 
private investment. For instance, USAID has facilitated electric 
power, transportation, communications, and water infrastructure 
through direct support for design, construction, and rehabilita-
tion, as well as efforts to improve countries’ policy and regulato-
ry environments. USAID is the lead agency tasked with coordi-
nating Power Africa, an initiative launched by President Barack 
Obama that aims to add 30,000 megawatts of  cleaner electricity 
generation capacity and make at least 60 million new electrici-
ty connections—residential and commercial—in sub-Saharan 
Africa.37 Meanwhile, USAID’s Office of  Trade and Regulatory 
Reform works with government officials to implement trade 
agreements and improve trade facilitation. USAID’s Develop-
ment Credit Authority offers partial credit guarantees backed by 
the US Treasury, which facilitate access to financing for small 
businesses in emerging markets.38 The agency also implements 
projects to train entrepreneurs in developing countries and con-
nect them with markets.

USAID’s budget for economic growth is largely funded by the 
DA and the ESF accounts. In FY2015, USAID allocated $771 
million from DA and $1,868 million from ESF to a range of  
programs focused on economic growth.39

Investing in Agriculture and Food Security: 
Improving food security and nutrition have been important areas 
of  focus for USAID in recent years under the Feed the Future 
Initiative. Launched in 2010, and authorized by Congress in 
2016, Feed the Future is an interagency food security initiative 
led by USAID through the Bureau of  Food Security. Many 
of  the world’s poor live in rural areas, where a strong agricul-
tural sector can be critical to reducing poverty. Poverty, in turn, 
is tightly linked to food insecurity and malnutrition. Investing 
in countries’ agricultural sectors can boost productivity and 
increase the availability and accessibility of  food.40 Feed the 
Future has focused its support in 19 countries, where it works to 
improve agricultural markets, help producers access capital, and 
provide farmers with tools and technical assistance to increase 
yields of  target crops. In Ethiopia, Feed the Future has helped 
200,000 people increase their annual income by an average of  
$330 through support for the Ethiopian Government’s Produc-
tive Safety Net Program.41 Under Feed the Future, USAID places 
special emphasis on engaging women, the extreme poor, small-
scale producers, and youth.42 USAID also works to encourage 
policy reforms that would drive investment into countries’ 
agriculture sectors and reduce hunger and malnutrition.

USAID’s agriculture programs are mostly funded through the 
DA account, which allocated $900 million to promoting food 
security in FY2015.43

Figure 2: Breakdown of USAID-implemented 
activities by key sectors, FY201544
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US Foreign Assistance Agency Briefs
US foreign assistance plays a critical role in furthering our security and 
economic interests, and is an important expression of American values and 
a manifestation of US global leadership. As the political climate shifts, it is 
increasingly important to understand the nuances of each development 
agency’s role and comparative advantage within the broader and complex 
US assistance apparatus.  

These briefs are for policymakers, researchers, advocates, and others that 
work on these issues and these agencies. This CGD brief is one of five that 
outlines each agency’s mission and role, structure, historical budget, pro-
grams, and mechanisms for delivering foreign assistance. Please email pub-
lications@cgdev.org to receive any of the others:

 •   United States Agency for International Development (USAID)
 •   Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC)
 •   Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC)
 •   United States Department of State
 •   United States Department of Treasury

2055 L St NW, Fifth Floor
Washington, DC 20036
202.416.4000

www.cgdev.org

Some rights reserved.
      BY-NC 3.0

FSC Paper Logo Here

To read the briefs online and find related content, visit cgdev.org/usdpi.

foreign-assistance-brief-USAID.indd   8 5/1/2017   1:28:59 PM


