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2011 was an extraordinary time to intern in the United States Senate for the 112th 

U.S. Congress.  My frieze of American democracy was etched in this divided Congress, 

with the “Tea Party” movement infiltrating Washington for the first term. In the midst of 

growing attention and panic to the U.S. deficit marred by the U.S. economy slugging 

along in recession, there was also the cataclysmic influence of the Arab spring arriving 

right at the start of the term and specifically exacerbated by the situation in Libya.  In 

almost six months of compromise, or rather brinkmanship, debating over where to best 

cast fiscal austerity measures that seem to define the time not only for the U.S., but the 

global economy, I learned a great deal about the importance of the legislation already in 

place in the U.S. and why it was there.  Interning for Senator John F. Kerry, the Chairman 

of the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, I particularly learned about the 

importance of U.S. foreign aid and why Congress should tread carefully in cutting 

foreign aid. 

 A March 2, 2011, U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations hearing on National 

Security & Foreign Policy Priorities in the FY 2012 International Affairs Budget with 

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton testifying particularly shed light on the importance of 

foreign aid.  While the U.S. is one of the greatest contributors of foreign aid, it does not 

take up the mammoth size portion of the budget as many Americans might think.  

Depending on what is put into the calculations of the figure, total foreign aid takes up as 

little as one percent and at most 2.6 percent of the budget (“American Public Vastly 

Overestimates Amount of U.S. Foreign Aid,” 2010) if the Treasury, Peace Corps, 

Millennium Challenge Corporation, etc. are included. Looking beyond the hearing, the 

US provides 22 percent of all global development aid.  To put that in perspective, 

European Union member states provide over 50 percent and Japan 17 percent of all 

global development aid (Hix, 2005, pg. 385).  

 And yet early measures to pass the budget in the House would cut humanitarian aid 



by 50 percent, according to Senator Kerry.  This would hinder American assistance to 

provide food, shelter, education and medicine after natural disasters and place hundreds 

of thousands of lives at risk. Moreover, these cuts he described as “draconian” would 

threaten the U.S.’s very own national security forcing the U.S. to scale back its mission in 

some of the most critical countries including Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan.  Secretary 

Clinton explained another common misconception that only defense spending is 

perceived to be for national security.  However, there is certain work done by U.S. 

diplomats on the ground level that is better completed with a civilian presence 

representing the U.S.  

 Now is an especially important time in countries like Afghanistan and Iraq as the 

U.S. commences a transition that will reduce the American military presence.  It is 

critical, and frankly more cost effective in the long run, for civilian aid to take the place 

of the military.  Secretary Clinton explained “[s]hifting responsibilities from soldiers to 

civilians actually saves taxpayers a great deal of money.  The military’s total [Overseas 

Contingency Operations (‘OCO’)] request worldwide will drop by $45 billion from 2010, 

while our costs will increase by less than $4 billion.” Military experts agree the U.S. 

needs a “strong civilian partner” She also discussed as an example how the U.S. saved 

money in the short term when the U.S. left Afghanistan following the Cold War.  

However ten years later the U.S. instead continues to pay a fortune of over $336 billion, 

as well as nearly 1,500 American lives as part of the war in Afghanistan, which is closing 

in on a decade.  Foreign aid is essential in assisting countries so they do not deteriorate to 

the point where violence and even wars start to manifest, which come at significantly 

higher costs than would initial aid. 

 Senator Kerry offered further perspective on the modest American foreign aid 

figures and its great returns: 
The $53 billion in core funding that the President has requested for international affairs is a small 
investment for such a great return. Consider that this year we will spend approximately $700 billion 
on our military. By contrast, the international affairs budget is less than one-tenth of what the 
Pentagon spends. As Secretary [of Defense] Gates once pointed out, if you took the entire Foreign 
Service roster, you could barely staff one aircraft carrier.  

 
This money saves lives in the form of the food it provides and the diseases it helps treat.  

However, if the proposed house cuts were to pass through, as Secretary Clinton cites, 

18.8 million polio vaccinations and 26.3 million measles vaccinations would become 



unavailable.  Fewer of these lives could be saved. As Senator Kerry stated, there is 

something about cutting foreign aid, especially so severely, which violates the “Judeo-

Christian ethic” by which so many claim to be guided by. 

 Additionally, as Senator Kerry noted, given the wave of the Arab Spring, this in no 

time for the U.S. to isolate itself from the rest of the world. Quite the contrary, the U.S. 

should seize this moment, which marks an important period of transformation in the 

world that actually affects American national security status.  Secretary Clinton strayed 

from her written testimony in explaining the years of security funds that helped to 

establish links with foreign militaries. The American military trained and supported a 

generation of Egyptian officers, creating long-term relationships.  This was fundamental 

in the Egyptians military refusing to fire on its own people during the recent revolution. 

 Foreign aid money goes to a whole host of other important expenditures from 

evacuating Americans abroad like those working in consular offices in the Middle East to 

establishing communication channels which push American messages and sets an overall 

agenda for the country.  This is important for two points.  Besides helping those in 

countries less fortunate than the U.S., foreign aid is actually an important tool to spread 

American foreign influence.  In a “multipolar” world in which the U.S. is competing 

against the likes of China, Russia, and even Iran for influence, it is important to keep 

providing assistance abroad, not only because it is the right thing, but also it is the 

prudent thing, and affects American national security. 

 In the past the U.S. undisputedly led the way in this area with the Marshall Plan, 

being the best example of American generosity and pragmatism in foreign diplomacy.  

However, today in the current European sovereign debt crisis, the EU has not looked to 

the U.S., but instead to China for assistance in providing funds, meaning a greater 

influence from China.  China has a growing presence in Africa and Latin America, while 

the U.S. is being forced to comb through its foreign aid budget and is losing its leverage 

in the rest of the world.  One example is if the U.S. is too quick too pull out its presence 

in Iraq, Iran could swoop in and exert pressure on the young country. As Secretary 

Clinton noted these other countries are investing more, while the U.S. is cutting back. 

  That is why it is crucial when foreign aid is put towards the same new social media 

outlets that were an important part of the Arab Spring, such as state department twitter 



feeds in Arabic and Farsi with young diplomats reaching out to Muslims and discussing 

American values.  Private media alone is not enough to convey America’s message, 

especially as the U.S. is competing against the aforementioned foreign media presences. 

 The second important point about establishing these communication channels is it 

demonstrates that the cause for foreign aid is not merely some liberal free spending 

notion.  Foreign aid has traditionally been a bipartisan issue.  Senator Lugar, the Ranking 

Member on the Committee, prompted the question on media as part of his own report on 

the Broadcasting Board of Governors, a bipartisan group that examines how the U.S. can 

best maximize its influence abroad. 

 Additionally, Senator Lugar and Secretary Clinton were in agreement and 

recognized each other’s efforts in the battle of global hunger, referencing the Feed the 

Future initiative. Senator Lugar mentioned in his opening statement “the United States 

must give high priority to executing a global food policy that both creates export 

opportunities for our farmers and agricultural businesses and addresses hunger in volatile 

regions that could negatively impact our national security.”  Foreign aid is also helpful in 

creating business opportunities and jobs. 

 Bipartisan support is rooted even deeper in foreign aid.  As part of an intern 

lecture series, former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was quick to mention and 

praise Senator Kerry, following the death of Osama Bin Laden. Secretary Rumsfeld 

explained the U.S. should be cautious and not, as many have clamored, cut support for 

Pakistan.  Some question “The Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act of 2009,” also 

known as the Kerry-Lugar-Berman Bill.  It provides “$7.5 billion to Pakistan over five 

years with the money divided between ‘high-impact, high-visibility infrastructure 

programs,’ humanitarian aid, and ‘government capacity development’ (Traub, 2010) with 

no conditions on the Pakistani government.  However, it serves as an important symbol of 

America’s partnership and commitment to Pakistan and their relationship.  It was 

important in aiding Pakistan during some of its devastating floods and although Pakistan 

remains very problematic, it has come a long way with the help of US aid.  Secretary 

Clinton noted Pakistan has even moved troops off the Indian border.  The bill is also a 

mark of the bipartisan support for foreign aid. 

 The precedent for bipartisan support for foreign aid goes back even further.  



Perhaps the greatest success of the Bush administration was the aid and programs it set 

up to help Africa. The President's Emergency Plan For AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) offered a 

commitment of $15 billion over five years (2003–2008) and has been incredibly 

influential in the fight against HIV/AIDS.  In fact, Secretary Clinton noted that as part of 

President Obama’s largest investment, which is in global health programs, the 

administration is continuing to support those programs launched by his predecessor. 

 As Senator Kerry indicated foreign and humanitarian aid is part of a “Judeo-

Christian ethic” that guides us as people, not by party lines, but instead crossing over 

them. As such it is telling that former Senator Rick Santorum was the leader of the 

Renewal Alliance, with members like Senator Dan Coats, that did anti-poverty work 

domestically, as well as in Africa (Brooks, 2006). It is a matter of compassion, which is a 

value that can be common to both liberals and conservatives alike.  Thus it seems both 

inconsistent and impractical to search for budget cuts in foreign aid. 

 Looking at foreign aid in a global context, the United Kingdom, one of America’s 

closest allies that is grappling with budget cuts and austerity measures of its own, has 

spared foreign aid from the cutting table.  According to Michael Binyon, a foreign 

correspondent of The Times, even under the coalition government led by the 

Conservative Party in the harsh economic landscape, Prime Minister David Cameron has 

been resolute not to consider including foreign aid among the UK’s massive budget cuts, 

instead viewing it as a virtue and a responsibility.  Foreign aid has been prominently used 

in the UK as a reward for good governance, but it has not been conditional to sway other 

countries in the UK’s influence.  This demonstrates the global importance of foreign aid 

even to a conservative government, as well as indicating the precedent for bipartisan 

support on the issue. 

 Additionally, the EU support political and economic advancements in the 

developing world with the use of its foreign economic policies. The result is an average 

of 0.4 percent of EU GDP going to aid, with richer countries that donate more, having 

higher amounts.  Overall, about 3 percent of the EU budget is spent on development 

assistance (Hix, 2005, pg. 385). 

 The one thing that really bothered me during my time as an intern on Capitol Hill 

was all the rhetoric and posturing by Congressmen as to how they were suddenly being 



financially prudent for the sake of the future generations, for my generation.  Even 

Senator Bob Corker referenced the “future generations” in this very hearing when 

broaching the American debt.  However, Secretary Clinton made a good point when she 

said in her opening statement “if we want to lighten the burden on future generations, 

then we must make the investments that will leave them a more secure world.”   As she 

said there are countless positive reasons to invest in foreign aid from actually helping 

people less fortunate to helping the U.S. maintain a strategic edge, and so on.  This 

highlights the importance of foreign aid, especially at the current time. 

 The U.S. used to be at the forefront of global affairs.  However, now many think 

the aid the U.S. offers to the less fortunate is reckless discretionary spending. And foreign 

aid and humanitarian assistance have traditionally been a bipartisan issue championed by 

Democrats and Republicans alike.  The very fact that reduction to foreign aid is under 

consideration, especially in the dramatic form the House proposed, actually exposes a 

greater concern for our current government, which the U.S. constitution imposed. The 

design of the divided government that the founding fathers, like Madison and Hamilton 

had envisioned, does not work in what is an unprecedented partisan government, where 

the once routine, like raising the debt ceiling, now pushes America to the brink of default.  

After an agreement on raising debt ceiling was reached Senator John Cornyn exclaimed 

“on to the next fight.”  Governing should never be synonymous with fighting and yet that 

tension between the two parties is palpable. The only thing both parties agree on, as 

evidenced by several speeches in the Republican primary, is the systemic problems 

present in the current government.  

Halfway through my time on the Hill it started to become routine to go through 

the day on Friday without knowing whether there would be a work stoppage at the end of 

the day.  In earlier speeches Senator Kerry spoke of the evolving role of the filibuster, 

which in the past was a rare phenomenon.  Now cloture is the routine.  In this self-

imposed dysfunctional government that has put the country into paralysis and stagnation, 

how can Americans ever be able to address the pressing issues of the time and keep pace 

with rising powers that are not inhibited to invest in the future?  While this depicts my 

time on the Hill as disenchanting, it emphasized to me how for democracy to work, there 

needs to be an accountability among its citizens.  While that invites a whole other series 



of questions, there is no denying, in my opinion that it is time to oil the parts of what is 

now the oldest democracy and Constitution.  Self-examination is necessary, but if history 

is any guide, surely there is an American precedent.  Others have started to ask these 

questions of government and programs like Americans Elect are underway.  Just as the 

U.S. needs to maintain its foreign aid, it needs to maintain the effectiveness of its 

government. 
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