CHAPTER SIX

Foreign Aid and
The Failures of Technical Assistance

The Individual and the Organization

Official foreign aid and technical assistance ultimately are vehicles of a country’s foreign policy.
 Foreign aid agencies are thus “part of an institutional framework…that continues to fall short of its potentials.”
 In Vietnam, as Frences FitzGerald points out, traditionally people were directed both by the small tradition of the family and by the impact of the state.

  Foreign aid is  “about politics and, crucially, the relationship between donors and recipients-not only at the higher echelons, but at all levels of contact.”
 According to John Montgomery, “foreign aid as a political instrument of U.S. policy is hear to stay because of its usefulness and flexibility...”
 Foreign aid is about states and individuals.  

Foreign Aid is is also about organizations. These organizations have been defined by development studies, which in turn had their origins in training courses for colonial officials during the days of Empire
 and in the public and development administration programs of U.S. and European University programs in the post-war period.  The goals of the policy can get “crossed up by the needs of the organization to gain control over its environment.”  The organizational imperative of foreign aid institutions means theirs is a deterministic element to their tasks, their environment and their organizational design.
  In the U.S. context, the foreign aid bureaucracy is a “[f]ragmented authority in [a] complex system [which] tends to make government policies both inflexible and unstable.”

  Finally, foreign aid is about people, and the motivations they bring with them to their task. The foreign aid or technical assistance officer becomes part of an expatriate or “immigrant” life style. 
  Typically, the foreign aid worker starts off as a volunteer, working for the Peace Corps or Britain’s Voluntary Service Overseas (VSOs).  After a few years on the ground in a hardship post such as Southern Sudan or in the killing fields of Rwanda the worker aspires to a better paying job as an expert.  “To obtain one of these jobs,” according to Deborah Scroggins, “certification from a Western university in development studies or refugee affairs was usually the ticket.”
  The foreign aid worker ends up behind a desk as a desk officer for a bilateral aid agency, with a portable computer serving as an international consultant, or on a long term expatriate contract serving as an operational expert in a government ministry or a nongovernmental organization.

Foreign Aid and technical assistance involves “cultural strangers.”  People who are unfamiliar with the societies in which they work often administer donor assistance. .
 A number of development assistance problems are blamed on “the ethnocentricity of the developed-world technician, his insensitivity to other cultures, and his inability to meet the challenge of new situations.” 
  As Lorraine Adams put it, speaking of one British aid worker, “She was British; she was in a poor and angry part of Africa; therefore she must be helping.”
 To Scroggins, foreign aid was both “the noble cause [and] the great saving illusion.”

Escape is sometimes part of the foreign aid experience. The narrator in Graham Greene’s The Quiet American could no not live in his own country.
 Campbell has complained of the various propaganda masters in foreign aid, the “surplus supply of propagandists, agronomists and returned Peace Corp Volunteers” all functioning as cheerleaders for foreign aid.
   As Deborah Scroggins has put it, speaking of the Southern Sudan, “In truth the average aid worker…lived for the buzz, the intensity of life in the war zone, the heightened sensations brought on by the nearness of death and the determination to do good.”
 For the foreign aid worker, “The rush, the thrill, the excitement of living on the edge in itself gave the aid workers an excuse for all sorts of wildness that never would have been tolerated in their own countries.”
 Foreign aid workers were often according to Scroggins, a rear guard of colonialism or missionary endeavors, who covered the retreat of the west from Africa and Asia at the end of the Imperial era.
  According to John Franklin Campbell, “Like it or not, the donor-recipient relationship looks suspiciously like a new form of colonialism to many of the receiving countries.”

Expatriates also have social ands economic interests.   Critics of technical assistance argue that technical experts, have used their expertise to “assert rights as `stakeholders’ in the land and resources of...Africa.”
  Expatriates far too often define the development needs of a country as “more expatriates.” This may be true but it also misses the value of services that are sometimes brought to an activity by international consultants.

Expatriate aid workers also have enemies.  LDC intellectuals and elites often find much to criticize about foreign intervention.  Paul Theroux in a famous article suggested that expatriates in Africa had a Tarzan complex.  Okot B’itek suggested they were legions of white ants invading the third word.  Sudanese leaders complained about Western aid workers “forever complaining about the arrogant young foreigners who ran so many of the refugee programs.”
  Aid workers often appeared to those who worked with them as “infuriatingly self-righteous, [and] so ignorantly superior.”
  They often saw themselves as fighting some kind of evil. At the same time, it was often the complexity of the development conundrum that was most threatening.

So often foreign aid workers give false hope to those they work with and among.
  Their presence along suggests the possibility of change, a possibility that will most likely never materialize.
 Administrators of aid programs are also accused of being not adaptive and un-innovative with a low learning capacity.
  According to James Ferguson, donors have two effects on LDCs, they de-politicize state power and poverty while at the same time they reenforce bureaucratic controls.
 The individual administrator, contractor or advisor is often “ground down and exhausted by their bouts with developing country environments....” 
 Ultimately many working in U.S. foreign aid also lose a sense of proportion between LDC political weakness and American political power.

Foreign Aid is ultimately about projects.  As David Sogge notes wryly, most donors “stick by their old, tested model: Transferring resources through micro-projects.”
 The bulk of official foreign aid, bilateral and multilateral is given to specific development projects.  However, non-project aid has increased since the early 1980s.
  Because of the nature of project management,  foreign aid recipients “are blamed for failing to call the shots and to manage aid well.

By the late 1980s, projects had become the primary mode of delivery of foreign aid.  While their purpose was benign- they were vehicles to manage activity over time with limited resources- the result was a rigid framework that made the system “compatible with AID’s programming strategy, which called for a blueprint for each project so it could be approved in Washington.”
 

 The corollary to this was an irresistible pressure to move the money through the mission system and out into the country.  What was needed was a design system that produced a very large, safe, acceptable project that offered only limited discretion in the field.  As John Montgomery has put it, “[M]anaging large controversial programs by using discrete, safe projects has become an art form in foreign aid administration.”

The Organization and the System

Over the years, the U.S. Agency for International Development has been worn down by the criticism of Congress, the press and the public.  It developed what might be called a Rodney Dangerfield syndrome.  Lacking the consistency of domestic agencies, it could not get the respect of its interlocutors.  For aid, workers, one of the skills that developed quickly according to Wedel was the ritual of “listening to the foreigners with a certain skepticism. What many in power in Eastern Europe would regret was their inability to “train” the donors.
 


The implementation of foreign aid is a complex process that involves multiple actors.
 As Judith Tendler points out:

It is generally recognized that the transfer of a given amount of development assistance takes a long time…This happens because of administrative complexities on both sides; because developing country governments may not be institutionally equipped to produce the kind of bureaucratic output required to qualify for and later monitor such assistance….
  

Organizationally, USAID is often a part, albeit a minor part, of the inter-agency struggle that occurs endlessly in Washington for control over the U.S.’s foreign and security policy process.

From the early post war period, the assumption was that technical assistance was temporary.  Countries would graduate from technical assistance as they approached the take off point identified by development scholars. As foreign aid became more permanent in different parts of the world, donor-client relationships became part of a broader dependency problem in third world countries. Ultimately, foreign aid often weakens national institutions as they become dependent upon donor funds.
 As Judith Tendler points out, “[D]ependency results from the fact that decisions affecting a nation’s destiny are frequently made outside its borders…”
  

 Dependency on donor organizations to provide funding and manage projects did not necessarily occur out of design but as part of organizational imperatives. Nonetheless, critics of foreign aid suggest that the aid process results in corrupted political institutions, the decay or destruction of institutions of public policy, and ultimately the surrender of national sovereignty as “aid has tended to rob states and citizens of political power and self-determination.”
  The result, often, is a limiting of degrees of policy freedom within an LDC.

Contracting out almost from the beginning was an important part of the organizational process.  As early as 1968, more than half of the USAID personnel were not direct hire.  They were either on loan from other government agencies or on some form of a contact.
  Contracting out as a mechanism accelerated in the early 1980s with the establishment of personnel ceilings in many aid agencies an with an emphasis on privatization as a foreign policy.


In foreign aid policy, there is a problem of what John Montgomery calls “consistent outcomes,” that is seemingly large policy decisions lead to disappointing results.
  As Montgomery has put it, “boldness [is] followed by indifference, greatness [is] permitted to degenerate into mediocrity.
  In foreign aid policy, greatness in U.S. decision-making can be followed by indifference in the aftermath of that decision. 
  As Montgomery has put it, “the best decisions can have consequences harmful to someone.”

It is within the LDC civil service, that state failure is most clearly seen.  The collapse of the public sector has been particularly devastating on the rural poor in Africa since “enhancing public service must itself be fundamental to undertaking rural development.”
 For LDC public servants, juggling two jobs- the official one that involved sitting in a dimly lit office reading newspapers and the real one that started at noon and hopefully brought in some real money- became the norm.

As Zaire collapsed in corruption and poverty, one could only conclude that the donor community maintained a level of innocence and ignorance about conditions within the country. How else could one explain the level of Foreign Aid, $9.3 billion, between 1975 and 1997?
  To their critics, donors were the problem not the solution. 
 

By the end of the 1970s, three changes had occurred among American foreign aid policy circles:

1. Critics of aid began to question the basic assumptions of foreign aid and technical assistance, arguing that aid was structurally destructive.  Loans in particular, were seen to have a negative impact on LDCs as leaders mortgaged the future of their countries to international institutions. 

2. Second, U.S. aid was shrinking as a percentage of governmental expenditure, per capita.  In many countries the U.S. mission played a minor role compared to European bilaterals and international organizations.  

3. Finally, in order to get around personnel ceilings, USAID had dramatically reduced its technical resources in country and turned to contractors to deliver their services.
  The U.S. began to drop out of international development activities and  contract out what was left.

          The reason for failure would be the same in all three instances according to John Montgomery.  Policy makers were unwilling or unable to keep track of the consequences of their decisions that had characterized their performance in…previous encounters with large-scale foreign policy operations. 
 

In more than one case, what started as a humanitarian intervention by donors has led to full-scale war. Vietnam is the classic example.  Most recently this occurred in Somalia when the UN humanitarian intervention led directly to a war between the United States and one of the clan factions in Mogadishu.
  Interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq (as well as earlier Bosnia and Kosovo) are likely to reverse this process; intervention leads to a need for foreign aid intervention.

 Ultimately it took the Foreign Aid debacle in the former Soviet Union to demonstrate what had long been known in donor circles in Africa and Latin America.  Contractors, including prestigious universities, could be as corrupt as the most despotic dictatorship.
 Here what happened, according to Janine Wedel, was that an international clique formed between the Harvard Institute for International Development and a St. Petersburg based group of Russian policy elites.  To Wedel, a was an internally rigorous elite circle, which both more widespread and monopolistic than an interest group, a faction or a coalition.  Because of the resources generated by foreign aid and technical assistance, such cliques can develop internationally.
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