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United States humanitarian aid policy 
The USA is the biggest state provider of humanitarian assistance in the world. It has a complex 
governmental structure for the provision of this aid that delivers a vast array of measures, ranging 
from grants for international and non-governmental relief organisations, to direct food aid, 
healthcare, help for refugees, and assistance with building disaster resilience. At international level, 
the US supports reform of the humanitarian system in order to improve the response to crises. 

How much humanitarian aid does the US give? 
The US government is the biggest donor of 
humanitarian aid in the world, ahead of the 
European Commission; however, the total 
humanitarian assistance provided by the EU plus 
its Member States individually slightly exceeded 
that of the USA in 2015. Nonetheless, in 2015, 
the USA alone provided almost one third of 
global public humanitarian donations. In the 
upcoming fiscal year (2017), it intends to spend 
US$6 billion on humanitarian assistance 
compared with the US$5.6 billion requested in 
the 2016 budget. While the federal budget is 
the main source for financing humanitarian aid, 
private donors also provide substantial aid. The 

United States has a strong tradition of private charities, ranking second in the world in 2015 and first in 2014 
in terms of the charitable behaviour of its citizens, with estimated charity donations exceeding 
US$350 billion. Only a small share of this money is donated to international causes however (US$15.1 billion 
in 2014), and only part of that is for disaster relief. 

Humanitarian aid architecture 
The provision of foreign aid, including humanitarian assistance, is governed by the 1961 Foreign Assistance 
Act, which has been modified several times. According to this act, the authority to provide humanitarian aid 
in response to natural or manmade disasters is vested in the President. Congress has the power to approve 
the budget allocated to foreign aid and, more specifically, to humanitarian assistance, but in general there is 
strong bipartisan support for humanitarian aid programmes. Executive responsibility for the delivery of 
humanitarian aid overseas is divided among several government bodies; coordination between them in 
emergencies is complex and, according to some commentators, needs to be improved. 
The main US government body responsible for humanitarian aid is USAID (US Agency for International 
Development), established in 1961. Humanitarian aid is only a part of the remit of this federal government 
agency, which also conducts US development policy. The agency has several departments that perform tasks 
related to humanitarian aid. One is the Office of US Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA), which plays a 
prominent role in providing humanitarian assistance in response to disasters overseas. OFDA responds to an 
average of 65 disasters in more than 50 countries every year. From 1964 (when it was created) to 2014, 
OFDA responded to more than 2 500 disasters, including earthquakes, droughts, tsunamis, volcanic 
eruptions, civil unrest and a nuclear meltdown. OFDA supports humanitarian coordination with non-
governmental organisations, the UN and other donors during emergencies. Its work includes efforts to save 
lives by delivering shelter, safe drinking water, improved sanitation, critical relief supplies, and emergency 
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medical care to people and places most in need, but also efforts to build resilience to disasters. OFDA gives 
grants to UN agencies, NGOs and private voluntary organisations, which do most of the work in the field. 
OFDA can respond immediately to a disaster with cash, relief material and personnel. 
Food aid for emergencies is provided through a different USAID department, the Office of Food for Peace 
(FFP), which administers the Food for Peace fund, amounting to a substantial share of all USAID's 
humanitarian spending. FFP provides emergency food assistance for those affected by conflict and natural 
disaster. In the 2013 fiscal year, the FFP provided approximately 1.1 million metric tonnes of emergency food 
aid, valued at approximately US$1.4 billion, in 46 countries, in addition to US$577.6 million in grants in 29 
countries for the local and regional purchase of food commodities, food vouchers and cash transfers. The 
fund has been criticised for providing most of its food aid as agricultural commodities purchased in the US, 
usually from agricultural surpluses, and for the fact that at least 50% of this food has to be shipped on US-
flagged vessels, which significantly increases the costs thus depriving many potential beneficiaries of vital 
aid. Legislative reform is underway in Congress to remedy this situation. 
The US Department of State, as the central government body for US foreign policy, plays a coordinating role 
in humanitarian assistance, but also manages a specific strand of it, namely aid to refugees and internally 
displaced persons, through its Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration. This Bureau does not send aid 

directly to those affected, but grants funds to UN 
agencies, international organisations (such as the 
International Committee of the Red Cross) and NGOs 
dealing with refugees. 
The Department of Defense is another important 
provider of humanitarian relief in emergency situations. 
In Iraq and Afghanistan, the provision of this aid has 
been linked to military operations, and thus often 
subordinated to strategic security motives. The US army 
has however also responded to major disasters around 
the world, e.g. after the Haiti earthquake, where it 
deployed its largest ever international humanitarian 
effort. 

Compliance with humanitarian principles 
The US has a long history of providing humanitarian assistance going back to WWI, but provision of foreign 
aid became systematic at the peak of the Cold War under President Kennedy, when it was motivated by 
geostrategic considerations. Thus some studies have found a certain bias, at least during the Cold War years, 
with provision of humanitarian aid tending to favour allied countries. Nevertheless, in cases of very severe 
catastrophe the US has also provided assistance to ideologically opposed countries (e.g. Ethiopia during the 
1980s drought, North Korea during the 1990s famine). The US government has repeatedly declared its 
commitment to humanitarian principles; its humanitarian assistance has to be provided on the basis of need 
alone (a principle reaffirmed, for instance, in the 2002 and 2010 US National Security Strategies) and not of 
foreign policy interest. Its aim is to save lives, alleviate human suffering and mitigate the economic and social 
impact of disasters. According to the Foreign Assistance Act, US sanctions imposed on a country do not 
preclude the provision of humanitarian aid. Independent studies have confirmed that, since the end of the 
Cold War, the allocation of humanitarian aid has indeed been needs-based. In Syria's civil war, the Obama 
administration has consistently supported the provision of humanitarian assistance for all civilians affected. 

Outlook 
Several US government representatives have highlighted the need to reform the current global humanitarian 
system and the World Humanitarian Summit is considered to offer a good opportunity for this. In today's 
context of multiple crises, many of growing intensity, the current 'patchwork' system of international 
humanitarian assistance is deemed unfit to respond to all the challenges. According to a USAID publication, 
'The stakes are high, and the U.S. Government is working hard to use the summit to advance serious reforms 
and innovations.' The US government is also calling for an increased world response to the refugee crisis, 
expressing hope that humanitarian financing will be extended and that additional governments will commit 
to provide a regular contribution to UN humanitarian appeals and agencies. 

Top 10 beneficiaries of US humanitarian aid 2000-
2015 
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