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Securitisation of Development: USAID’s development assemblage

Abstract

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the premier
U.S. foreign aid agency, is a significant development player, whose policies affect
lives around the globe. USAID provides significant fund inflows for development
entities, namely international non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and for-
profit independent development contractors (IDCs). Yet, scholarly examinations
of securitisation of development have largely focused singularly on NGOs or the
State, leaving out important market actors that take up a major share of USAID
funding — IDCs.

Reconciling development actors with development objectives requires a fresh
framework that brings together U.S. foreign policy goals with the NGO-sphere
and the private market more comprehensively than simply securitisation of
development, developmentalisation of military aid, or the technocratisation of
both. This research adds to the conceptual framework of an evolving practical
securitisation theory base that allows for context, motivations, and actors, using a
sociological approach that relies on interpretivist accounts the USAID
development market assemblage’s political economy.

The analysis examines three cases over different USAID and Presidential
administrations using primary and secondary sources, complemented by a unique
data set that measures aggregate fund flows from USAID to IDCs and NGOs
from 2001-2019, or the post-9/11 “securitised” development timeframe in the
United States. Ultimately, IDC and NGO presence and activity influences
development structures over time that create opportunities for (de)securitisation,
and often reinforce securitised structures. As IDCs are able to better leverage
USAID, they will continue to rely on expedient measures to capture market share,
thus perpetuating what spurred their initial growth — securitisation. NGOs, in
competition with these for-profit entities, attempt to preserve their moral and
normative standing, but are limited by competition with IDCs for funds. Scholars
should recognise NGOs and IDCs along with the State as important and separate
actors in a causal web that influences USAID policy despite the general academic
omission of these distinct actors with separate motivations.
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‘I think it's fair to say that USAID, our premier aid agency, has been decimated.
It has half the staff it used to have. It's turned into more of a contracting agency
than an operational agency with the ability to deliver....[e ]Jven when there are
not headline-grabbing abuses, there has been a steady transfer of authority and
resources from government employees and a chain of accountability to
contractors’ — Sec. Hillary Clinton, during her confirmation hearings in
January, 2009 (Clinton, 2009).

Introduction

In the early 2000s, development contractors steadily took on the responsibilities of
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the principal U.S.
foreign assistance agency. Yet, few have examined which entities exactly constitute
USAID’s major contractors, and even less so as to what their involvement signifies
for securitisation of aid. Criticisms of securitisation particularly gained attention after
the attacks of September 11", 2001 and the subsequent cooption of development as a
tool in the Global War on Terror (e.g. Duffield, 2007, 2001; Wilkinson, 2015;
Woods, 2005). However, these criticisms tended to talk about whole-of-government
development activities, particularly surrounding military activities, and failed to
distinguish between contracting groups, notably (for-profit) international
development contractors (IDCs) and (non-profit) international development non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). The lack of concern over who specifically the
government chooses to implement activities from its leading development
organization opens the door for securitisation to take place through seemingly benign
bureaucratic and economic procedures over time. As U.S. foreign policy has shifted
further away from normative foreign policy and toward more securitised,
transactional policy, from 9/11 to the Trump Administration, structures shaping the
rise of IDCs are all the more important. The nature of the contracting group which is

activated to perform the majority of USAID activities should be seriously considered



as to their effects, if any, on securitised development and what their involvement

implies for sustainable and transformational, development.

President John F. Kennedy created USAID during the Cold War intending to win an
ideological battle. During the 1990’s, the State Department began to usurp their role
and resources, often at the President’s behest, to further ‘harder’ diplomatic and
security-centric goals (Essex, 2013). The battle to maintain USAID’s neutral integrity
from the explicitly political State Department has struggled since the 1990’s, when it
was stopped by the uproar of civil society and NGOs (Essex, 2013). Now, the agency
is once again at a crossroads, as the Trump Administration looks to further strip
USAID resources, moving billions of dollars to the State Department in order to
securitise the response to disease in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic (Beaubien,
2020). The political-economic reaction, or how IDCs and NGOs choose to react,
including how they organize and communicate with the public and Congress, will
have an effect if the securitising move is to be successful. This research demonstrates
that though the current moment in development seems extreme, the slow,
bureaucratic, and normative posturing, mechanisms, and practices that NGOs and
IDCs use to influence U.S. development policy shift securitisation as well, often in

ways less obvious, and harder to rescind.

This paper examines, given the academic lack of focus on the auxiliary USAID
network, how USAID’s assemblage of NGOs and IDCs co-constitution of the aid
ecosystem contributes to the securitisation of development to various degrees, and if
their contributive degrees warrant further attention by practitioners and scholars. In
the first section, I review the relevant literature on securitisation of development
through the lens of NGOs and IDCs. Then, I will explain my methodology, a mix of
interpretivist qualitative accounts with quantitative data crystallisation points to
employ a sociological political economy lens. The analysis section, composed of an
initial overview of USAID data is followed by three in-depth investigations of
(de)securitisation moments within the USAID ecosystem. Finally, an overall analysis

ends with a brief summary review.



Literature Review

Human security turns development

Securitisation is broadly defined as shifting a topic from the jurisdiction of ‘normal’
politics to a framework of ‘emergency politics by presenting is as an existential
threat” (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 2014, p. 94) Much of the scholarly analysis
of the securitisation of development springs from human security notions (Thomas,
2001). Human security is tied to positive peace, as peace moves beyond the absence
of physical violence to include freedom from structural violence and the fear of
physical violence (Galtung, 1996). Securitisation of development relies on the
conceptual rise of the human security paradigm, which views individuals and
communities as the objects of securitisation as opposed to constructed ideas within
International Relations, namely the State. Critical security studies likewise refrains
from taking States as units of the international system for granted, but instead as a

constructed concept that subsequently need to be secured (Balzacq, 2010).

Human security “broadens” what is considered a security issue by including
individuals and “cross-cutting” issues like livelihood protection and freedom from
poverty, disassociating security from traditional military objectives (Paris, 2001). In
tandem, the post-Cold War rise of human security firmly placed militarised
conceptions of security into the realm of development, which previously had a clear
delineation according to realists (Balzacq, 2010). The normative shift from
development as a do-gooding effort toward a security-centric frame of reference
within human security contributed to development’s fast-paced securitisation post-

9/11.

The conception of peace as tied to security pushed major development bodies toward
security-centric outlooks, notably by the adoption of human security by the United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) in 1994 (UNDP, 1994). There is now a
standing conventionality of the human security framework (Evans, 2010), and thus

securitisation of positive peace.



For securitisation to occur, an area must be highlighted and placed outside of
“normal” realms of political behavior. Then, once an area is securitised through
prominent “securitising actors,” and accepted by a relevant audience, a concept such
as development has a smaller chance of becoming “desecuritised” according to the
Copenhagen School in critical security studies (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams,
2014, chapter 1, 8). The conventional Copenhagen School framework determines
securitisation only through ‘speech acts,” which requires an authoritative figure
‘saying security’ to an accepting audience (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 2014, pp.
94-103). However, there are subsequent views that securitisation encompasses
speech, written documentation, visible practices, and especially factors in a larger
context to report incremental changes in security and securitisation (McDonald, 2008;
Brown and Grivingholt, 2016). McDonald (2008) views the traditional securitisation
framework as constrictive, especially in terms of context. He states that in the
Copenhagen School’s model, context of the securitisation act is too narrow,
highlighting only the specific time when an action of securitisation occurs. Yet, these
changes are usually gradual, and thus securitisation typically leaves out the reasoning
as to why the relevant audience accepts a securitised framing. For the purposes of this
study, broadened context is key, especially assuming NGO actors as less readily
accepting of securitising frameworks based on their normative stances, and for-profit
entities as more than likely to accept terms and conditions of securitised development
if it does not affect their revenue or harm their public reputation to a degree that
would affect future financial gains. Taking a political-economic approach into

account then will be helpful.

McDonald (2008) also opposes on the common constructivist view that securitisation
is intrinsically negative. For instance, the Copenhagen School lens can be utilised

m

beyond "'speech acts' that invoke a state of exception" (Brown and Gréavingholt, 2016,
p- 3) to include characteristics and practices of aid through for instance where it is
allocated geographically or sectorally, who delivers aid, and who coordinates on the
security-aid nexus institutionally (Brown and Gravingholt, 2016). While the critical

stance condemns the so called security-development nexus, it could also be harnessed



to bring about more human security (McDonald, 2008; Brown and Grévingholt,
2016). Their broader view allows for an examination of facilitating conditions to
account for a political economy approach to examine securitisation in U.S.
international development. For both securitisation and political economy approaches,
I will employ the sociological perspective that acknowledges “unobservable” strands
of a causal web that constructs certain realities, at the junction of politics and
economics. This differs from the so-called scientific approach neoclassical political
economy and focus of securitisation as only consisting of tangible speech acts

(McDonald, 2008; O’Brien and Williams, 2010; Oliveira, 2017).

In the realm of securitised development, three distinct viewpoints stem from a human
security perspective:

1. A lack of full-fledged human security is perpetuated by status quo inequitable
structures that must be dismantled. The anti-establishment view encompassed
here would be largely represented in practice by activists and dissidents in
grassroots organisations, or civil society, including some INGOs, whom
operate outside the bounds of both State and market structures in the “third
sector” (Banks and Hulme, 2014, p. 189);

2. Slow and steady improvements to structures through governance
programming accompanied by aid delivery combine the freedom-from-fear
and freedom-from-want paradigms in human security at a structural level in
the former, and a direct model in the latter. The graduated, covert view of
development encompassed here would mainly be perpetuated by larger scale
international NGOs working mainly through the State (Batley, 2011; Rose,
2011), and;

3. Perpetuation of the status quo through delivery of goods and services means
to cement the role of an external actor that provides freedom-from-want,
enough so to improve lives through inputs, but simultaneously may prohibit
individual or community dissidence against existing (inequitable) structures
(Brown and Grévingholt, 2016). The operate-within-defined-bounds approach
may largely represent IDCs and the State (Fisher, 1997), however it is still a

10



criticism of service-delivery centric NGOs who do little to promote structural

change (Hynek, 2010).

Thus, securitisation of development is not a clean divergence of securitised or non-

securitised, but rather a graduated scale.

The method on this securitised scale of development depends on intentions and
drivers of actors. Picard (2009) connects the often overlapping web of private
corporations, NGOs, and government actors that make up the U.S. development
sphere and draws out three main motivations driving development policy; ‘self-
interest’; national security; and a moral ‘sense of obligation and charity as some form
of humanitarian reasonabilities’ (Picard, 2009, p. 284), lending to the framing of

IDCs, the State, and NGOs within this study.

Defining the security-development nexus

While the terminology of development securitisation has been adapted over time,
debates of the subject are not a new phenomenon, nor are disagreements amongst and
between development and security experts on definitions of “development”,
“security”, and the “security-development nexus.” In practice, history, context, the
status of security and development create and change their outcomes for those
involved in the production and on receiving end of both concepts. Definitions of the
terms development, security, securitisation, militarisation, and the security-
development nexus often blend and are used in lieu of one another. I will attempt to
outline basic tenants of such terms below, but as such terms are so value laden and
context-dependent, wholly agreed upon definitions do not exist (Spear and Paul D.
Williams, 2012a). It is also important to note that these definitional and critical

components leave out the element of their political economy.
Many scholars, like Brown and Grévingholt (2016), use foreign aid as a proxy for

development, to mean Official Development Assistance (ODA), which is

international development funding sourced from a donor country or multilateral
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institutions like the World Bank. Within ODA, there is a distinction between aid and
development, though their usage often overlaps. Aid is ‘categorized as external
finance for recovery and reconstruction to repair and rehabilitate infrastructure and
services devastated by naturally triggered disaster or armed conflict’ whereas
development boosts ‘long-term investment and growth’ and lessens poverty rates
(Harborne, 2012, p. 39). The distinction here is namely between humanitarian and
emergency programming versus longer-term development work that aims to create
sustainable systems that reduce the need for external inputs over time. Aid and
development in these terms can be thought to represent the freedom-from-fear and
freedom-from-want paradigms from human security respectively in a broad manner
(as well as negative peace and positive peace, though nuances arise in each division)

(Hynek, 2010).

My usage of development refers to the work of USAID, which blends the work of aid
and development in their structures. Especially due to the rise of intra-state conflicts
and “failed” and “fragile” States that constantly ebb between these paradigms
(Morrow, 2012), it is not especially useful to delineate between aid and development.
The distinction has become less practical as international development bodies try to
address the so-called humanitarian-development nexus together within country
programming (Redvers and Parker, 2020). A special Development Dialogue issue
(2012) points to the merger as well, finding that the security-development nexus no
longer exists, as securitisation through constant management of natural and manmade
disasters and poverty have become institutionalised (S6derbaum and Soérensen, 2012).
As securitisation has blended the concepts of emergency and long-term development,

I do not distinguish between them in my work.

I use the term development broadly to mean U.S. state funds that flow through NGOs
and IDCs, as well as other entities such as universities and research institutions.
Development here then generally means funding for interventions in the developing
world, which is conducted by USAID as well as other agencies, though USAID is the
focus of this study. I will be using it to represent development wherein economic

resources are transferred from the West to the Global South, in a State or non-state
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capacity, with built in parameters designed to promote economic growth, institutional
capacities, and individual wellbeing in terms of broad health, human rights, and
education. The previous definition emerged roughly in the wake of decolonisation
(Soderbaum and Sorensen, 2012). It is thus distinct from definitions of development
used in development economics and economic literature put forth by the likes of
Jeffery Sachs, Bill Easterly, and Esther Duflo, who examine the globalised political
economy, multilateral institutions, and their effects on the poor. These scholars link
economic poverty to aggregate market, institution, and government failures. While
development aid contributes to this field, my use is more limited to intended

interventions.

Similarly, while I will speak about how agencies and firms use results measurement
and how these influence program implementation, I will not attempt to engage with
the development economics analysis in that realm. Measures on aid effectiveness are
far from definitive, and outside the scope of this study (see Roodman, 2007). More
so, I will examine how security concerns alter the context within which certain results

are aligned with the goals and targets of specific development actors.

Academic debate has grown around the security-development nexus and the
securitisation of aid as national security strategic efforts have increasingly targeted
“weak” States in the post-Cold War era. However, critiques of foreign policies’
militarisation can be tracked in the literature even from the late 19" century, regarding
European imperialism, all the way into the Cold War era regarding the arms race
(Bachmann, 2018). Following the Cold War, as definitions of security expanded,
militarisation debates took a backseat to critical security studies (Brown and
Grivingholt, 2016). Still, the practice of embedded aid and humanitarian efforts by
the military has long been a reality, as seen with the formation of the Red Cross in
World War I and in World War II as humanitarians entrenched with military corps
(Montclos, 2014). Montclos (2014) therefore argues that recent claims of aid
securitisation are overblown. However, the early 20" century represented a time

during which the delineation of combatants and noncombatants was more clearly
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defined than present day, and also a period when access to operational information
was heavily monopolised by militaries. The civilian-combatant split and the lack of
intelligence use by non-military entities are no longer strictly the case, which changes
the nature of how the military engages with civilians, and vice versa. Additionally, the
aims of past humanitarian aid efforts were less overtly tied to foreign policy strategies
than in the post-9/11 period, notably encapsulated in Secretary of State Colin
Powell’s reference to the independent aid community as a ‘force multiplier’ and ‘part

of our combat team’ (Powell, 2001).

The ongoing debate about the military’s role in humanitarian and development
interventions is firmly embedded in both the discourse of academia and practitioners,
however usually not from a political-economic viewpoint. Western countries’ post-
9/11 national security strategies outline developing countries as security concerns
with renewed focus. Militarisation and securitisation as a lens for critique regained its
Cold War momentum after the September 11" terrorist attacks and governments’
response of addressing “root causes” of violence (Brown and Grivingholt, 2016;
Bachmann, 2018). The “root cause” discourse firmly framed the socioeconomic
development of poorer nations within developed countries’ “enlightened” self-interest
in regards to climate change, migration, and terrorism (Denney, 2012). Mark Duffield
(2001, 2007) leads the school that views securitisation of aid as inherently
problematic, and simply facilitates further military intervention, and most
scholars studying the subject take on a critical lens. Since Duffield’s (2001)
seminal work, critical security scholars have largely argued that a post-9/11
radicalisation of development occurred, framing development primarily as a security
solution. These constructivist critics argue that development agencies adopted and
embraced the political assessment that instability in the global South constituted a
threat to the global North (Duffield, 2001; Spear and Paul D Williams, 2012; Bryan,
2015), without distinguishing between NGOs and IDCs, and adapted the language of

human security to justify their stances.
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Securitisation and militarisation are also overlapping but distinct phenomena. The
practice of militarisation can be defined as the process where ‘military approaches to
social problems gain elite and population acceptance’ (Flusty ef al., 2008, p. 625),
which is often a form taken by civilians, creating securitisation by elevating a non-
military subject to military-like approaches, or by the military taking on civilian
subjects. In 2017, over a third of the U.S. foreign aid budget ($17 billion) was
designated for security assistance and military aid (Morgenstern and Lawson, 2019).
Since 9/11, military aid has adopted development-like qualities. The military’s
realignment to include humanitarian values coincided with a strategic shift to win
over local civilian populations’ “hearts and minds” (Christie, 2012; Bachmann,
2018). Similarly, U.S. counterinsurgency and stability techniques now highlight
empathy as a key tactic, further muddling objectives between development and
military actors (Collinson, Elhawary and Muggah, 2010). The U.S. military has even
dug wells and built schools in Kenya under the label of counterterrorism (Denney,
2012). Non-governmental entities then sit between multilateral development agencies
and military efforts, often working on the same regions and projects and receiving

government development funds in unstable environments, or “fragile” contexts.

Stewart (2009) takes a distributed view and defines the security-development nexus
as part of a circular process, wherein security is used as part of a definition of
development (“objective” oriented), development affects security (“development
instrumental role”), and insecurity affects developmental outcomes like poverty and
health (“security instrumental role”) (in Jackson, 2015, p. 6; Stewart, 2009). Often,
this circular process results in terminology of intended outcomes like “resilience,”
which accepts a normal world state as perpetual instability in need of intervention
(Greenburg, 2017). Actors in the development industry largely accepted this framing,
and due to Western governments’ ‘need to improve aid effectiveness, concerns over
the accountability and legitimacy of civil society organizations, and the necessity of
global responses to transnational problems, the eventual result was that '[s]ecurity
concerns were mainstreamed into development [and] development, in turn, became

co-opted into global and national security agendas’ (in Wilkinson, 2015, p. 37).
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Thus, as the military adopted traditionally developmental-like thinking and
implementation, development actors shed norms to adopt military-like efforts, e.g.
Security Sector Reform (SSR). SSR is meant to transform a nation’s security
apparatuses such as the military, police, and justice system. Aid agencies adopted
SSR on the basis that for development to succeed, a baseline of security (negative
peace) must first be achieved (Denney, 2012). As Duffield (2001) asserts there can be
no security without development, and no development without first achieving
security, so security-centric types of programs attract NGOs and States alike. Alas,
focus on negative peace may be shortsighted. Higher likelihoods of coups are tied to

foreign-implemented SSR (Savage and Caverley, 2017), for example.

Defining the security-development nexus entails an examination of how the
interactions between both realms have affected outcomes and behavior within each
respectively. However, the entire U.S. ecosystem of international development, and
how security imperatives have affected that ecosystem, has largely gone unexamined
in favor of scholarship surrounding State-led initiatives, and the professionalisation of
development in general to a lesser degree. The flurry of scholarship in the years
following the September 11" terrorist attacks examined how development was co-
opted by traditional security players, and the effects of this assertion on the ground
have largely looked at development activities conducted in war zones and active
conflict settings — typically in Iraq and Afghanistan, where the U.S. military has
battled non-traditional, non-state actors (e.g., Duffield, 2007, 2001; Woods, 2005).
For instance, in the early 2000's, aid increased to “fragile” and “failed” States as
military investments increased (e.g. Afghanistan) or where there sympathetic leaders
were aided in their fight on terror (e.g. Ethiopia) (Brown and Grivingholt, 2016, p. 2).
While there were some examinations of how the high and sudden influx of resources
would affect aid actors, it was overshadowed by worry over how long the resources
would last, as most did not anticipate long-ranging and sustained development

investment (Woods, 2005).
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What the resource inflow means for practitioners within traditional development
entities in the U.S. government, U.S .-based international non-governmental
organisations (NGOs), and for-profit independent development contractors (IDCs),
especially regarding how their work and priorities interrelate, largely remains an
aside. Nevertheless, relations with each other and how securitisation affects IDC and
NGO interactions and decision making may result in macro-effects that influence
how, where, when, and why certain programming is conducted. While concerned
critical scholars take the state of aid as already securitised, recently securitisation has
been viewed as a 'trend' where it fluctuates in various places and times, to diverse
consequences (Brown and Grévingholt, 2016, p. 3). The notion of a securitisation
trend prompts the question of whether civilian actors, especially IDCs, create
enabling structures of securitisation by shaping the political economy of U.S.-based

international development.

Securitisation of international development in United States foreign policy

The United States prioritised terrorism prevention through their military and
development apparatuses, more so than most Global North actors (Brown and
Grivingholt, 2016). In its ideal state, terror prevention would both help the targeted
populations and make Americans safer from new threats. In fact, countering
neoliberal critiques of militarisation and securitisation, some suggest that the
Department of Defense (DoD) is in fact best suited for foreign aid delivery. The
military, well-funded and globally entrenched with well-defined structures and
technical know-how, may offer more as a pragmatic deliverer of development than
the “third sector” (NGOs) (Clemente, 2011; Moyar, 2016). IDCs similarly possess
technocratic know-how and are seen as pragmatic development deliverers. However,
the efficiency as proficiency assertion leaves the process of defining overall

development objectives unexamined. They may be efficient, but to what ends?

The new lexicon of “fragile, failed, and conflict-afflicted States” has emerged and

proven controversial (Spear, 2016). So-called fragile States have responded to the
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new vocabulary about how it affects the nature and manner of delivery (for instance,
see the Dili Declaration,2010; The World Bank, 2011). Populations within States
affixed with such titles likely require additional development resources (despite the
countless methods in which to deliver them). The labels signify places where limited
economic opportunities, health risks, lack of educational and other infrastructure
converge that ultimately deprive an individual of “freedom-from-fear” and “freedom-

from-want” as stated in in the human security paradigm.

The global where of the securitisation of aid is heavily discussed in the literature, in
no small part due to how easily it can be measured and tied to U.S. military activities
(Brown, Grévingholt and Raddatz, 2016). While U.S. military activity converges with
highly State-sponsored development in places like Afghanistan and Iraq, nations
deemed “fragile” often signify individuals in great need as well (Harborne, 2012) — so
a true collision of need and interests could provide a security-development nexus
opportunity if approached responsibly, for instance ensuring that the local community
has a voice in the activities and ownership of projects so that they are context adapted

and responsive.

However, these aforementioned examinations broadly fail to account for
organisational- and individual-level practices shaping bureaucratic conditions that
lend to how aid is delivered. There is a gap in the International Relations literature in
terms of how domestic political economies affect donor States’ development
practices, as, unsurprisingly, the focus tends to be on international security and policy
components. The prior sections highlighted critical and definitional components
within the literature of the securitisation of aid, but their political economy is often
missing, including industry response to political and procedural changes in

development.

Non-governmental development ethnography: NGOs and IDCs

Complex webs intertwine within the development field, including well-known

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries,
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multilateral aid, and civil society, and also lesser-examined elements like BRIC
countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China), private foundations, corporations, and
IDCs. Different groups interact with specific structural aspects of the development aid
landscape that predispose individuals and systems within each layer to conform more
or less to specific behaviours (Crewe and Axelby, 2013). In terms of USAID, the
agency overwhelmingly interacts with IDCs and NGOs in terms of implementing

their programmes.

From the beneficiary point of view, NGOs responses have to account less for the
‘collective memories and embedded histories of military coercion’ (Bachmann, 2018,
p- 116) than State-led initiatives as a factor in interventions, especially in the case of
the United States. A region’s relationship to their own and Western militaries, and
how closely development is associated with those structures will shape its
relationships with development operations, and requires localised investigations to
understand their effects. If the United States is highly visible in a development
programme, it may reduce local uptake, confidence, and produce negative reactions.
The inverse could be applied as well, depending on the local population’s confidence
in the military. Supposedly, by definition of their name, NGOs are non-governmental
and therefore do not have the self-interested or furtive motives associated with State
interventions (Lewis and Schuller, 2017), despite critical literature that often places
NGOs as cementing anti-feminist, hegemonic policies and neoliberal government
tendencies (Choudry and Kapoor, 2013; Grewal and Bernal, 2014). Yet, realistically,
with the USAID logo adorned to vehicles, medicine, and food products (a policy
started shortly after September 11") (Stanger, 2009b), local populations are aware of

degrees of State influence even if local partners or international NGOs deliver aid.

International Relations constructivist scholarship of NGOs largely focuses on their
impact as normative, principled actors who direct their work toward “neutral” causes
driven by need, taking on funds already strategically aligned with their programming
objectives (Biithe, Major and Souza, 2012). While other scholarship notes the

political economy of development organisations, examinations of NGO motivations
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and practices have typically emerged within the confines of anthropological and
development studies scholarship. In these academic fields, NGOs are regarded as the
epistemic society engaged in development practices (Rottenburg, 2009, p. xi). In
North America specifically, theoretical work in the NGO space has typically been
deconstructive and critical, wherein NGOs are considered to have left civil society to
join the ranks of hegemonic power (Lewis and Kanji, 2009), despite the popular
Gramscian notion that NGOs as part of civil society pose direct challenges to the

state/hegemonic power (Cohen and Arato, 1994, pp. 142-161).

In order to account for the social structures that NGOs operate in, in this case for
pools of money distributed by USAID, a simple definition and construction of NGOs
is limiting. However, ‘[a]n open processual approach would make third sector
research more than just the study of certain organisations or a particular sector of
society. It would also make it a way to analyse the balance of social forces in a
society’ (Corry, 2010). In order to reflect changes in NGO behavior vis a vis
government bodies and the private sector that competes with them, NGOs will be
seen a process in this work, using Corry’s (2010) epistemological approach while
testing an adoption of an ontological definition that relies on distinct characteristics of
NGOs as normative actors whose interests are distinct from IDCs’. The distinction
will be enlightening, as discourse in the literature of issues with contracts and
bureaucratic securitisation does not distinguish between these actors ontologically

speaking.

Academia employs a heavy critical focus on NGOs due to its prior pro-NGO bias and
assumption of their work in anthropology as a normative good, whereas the State was
often portrayed as a dubious moral actor (Lewis and Schuller, 2017). As NGOs have
become more bound to security however, the third sector has still been found to have
strong norms on an operational daily and micro-basis. Yet, at a macro- and discourse-
level, adopt language they perceive will increase their funding and flexibility (Lewis
and Schuller, 2017). Due to this discrepancy, NGOs are left in an uncomfortable

normative space, while IDCs may be perceived to simply fulfill a market need as
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commercial actors. Yet, IDCs collaborate with many of the same actors as NGOs,

practicing much of the same work.

The rates of international NGOs in the United States expanded rapidly during the
1980s and 1990s, and began declining in the 2000s, reaching stagnation in the 2010s
(Bush and Hadden, 2019, p. 1133). Bush and Hadden (2019) assert that the once
welcoming NGO atmosphere has turned hyper-competitive. Now, NGO outputs in
terms of attaining principled objectives are highly dependent on social and
operational environments that value funds and recognition. As competition rose along
with State securitisation of development discourses and practices, the so-called “third
sector” took on commercial-like qualities — often in direct response to a threat of
commercial take-overs to their work by IDCs, who bid for high value contracts
offered by the United States to conduct development work. IDCs often claim to
complement NGO work with technical know-how, which can be the case as well as
operating as fund competitors (Stanger, 2009a). Overall, IDCs account for 15% of
donor government bilateral aid funds (Dietrich, 2013, p. 701) and as for-profit
companies, one can expect their market portion to grow as they become more
specialised. While mainstream anthropological investigations recognise NGOs as
neoliberal representations of State interests (Fisher, 1997; Banks, Hulme and
Edwards, 2015), they mostly fail to account for the actual profit-driven delivery of
the neoliberal paradigm in the form of IDCs. As Bush and Hadden (2019) posit that
NGOs became hyper-competitive with one another in the 2000s, they leave out a key
factor: that IDCs rushed to fill NGO market gaps, and offer a pervading form of
competition, especially for USAID funds. By 2010, IDCs received $5.3 billion across
USAID contracts, while NGOs, the World Bank, and UN agencies only received $5.1
billion combined (Nagaraj, 2015, p. 588). The outweighed focus on NGOs in the
literature over IDCs then seems more habitual than appropriately analytical, despite

limited efforts to separate the two (e.g. Cooley and Ron, 2002).

The NGO focus may be due to the fact that commercialisation of development has

been less examined than securitisation. For example, Congress, who oversees USAID
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processes and budgeting with the executive branch, has fought change that affects the
agriculture lobby that sells crop surpluses as exported aid (an unsustainable practice),
or prioritise pet projects. Congress has also placed a premium on demonstrable, short-
term success in development (Spear, 2016). While securitisation is an important area
of investigation, separating it from commercialisation is shortsighted. The structure of
commercial-like development structures can greatly influence an actor’s proclivity
toward securitised development, and the types of projects that garner resources,
especially considering critiques of neoliberal influences on development policy that

shift expectations, monitoring, and forms of programming (Rosenberg, 2017).

Many IDCs were created during the Cold War era and presented as idealistic and
norm-abiding developmental aid entities. These for-profit agencies have evolved and
diversified through different forms of research, marketing, and delivery, often with
non-profit segments embedded within their overarching configuration. There are
many common characteristics between top earning IDCs and NGOs. However, IDCs
cannot access (and thus non-profits defend) grants and cooperative agreements

unavailable to IDCs within the USAID contract and grant structure (Roberts, 2014)

IDCs often bid for the same pool of funds as NGOs in contracts, and represent a
commercialised delivery of foreign policy. While some examinations claim
government contracting mechanisms in themselves are harmful, promoting
competitive, uncooperative behavior (Cooley and Ron, 2002; Brinkerhoff and
Brinkerhoff, 2016; Rosenberg, 2017), there is little debate in the literature over
whether recipients of development contracts, IDCs, represent a hyper-neoliberalised
paradigm vastly different from NGOs. Numerous discussions assess NGOs as limbs
of Western States and point to a loss of NGO independence (see Lewis and Kanji,
2009), though scarce direct comparisons exist of IDCs’ versus NGOs’ long-term
outputs. For example, development NGOs that promote microfinance have been
accused of selling capital interests to poor women in particular and promoting a
neoliberal, market-reliant form of “empowerment” (Karim, 2008). Lewis and Schuller
(2017), categorise discussions of NGO environments as ‘private market-based actors

to which service provision could be “contracted out” within wider neoliberal

22



restructuring arrangements imposed on developing countries through conditional
lending’ (Lewis and Schuller, 2017, p. 635). These critiques focus on NGO behavior,
leaving the actual for-profit, private actors involved in development programmes as

an aside or not mentioning IDCs at all.

Though final destinations of funds, including subcontractor details, are not publicly
released, a 2006 estimation suggests over a third of USAID funds went to private
contractors (McCleary, 2009, p. 147). Development operators often engage in
securitisation of aid, and have improved their conflict-readiness to market themselves
in fragile environments. IDCs capitalised on the technocratic rise of “measurable”
development, securitisation, and professionalisation of development to advertise to
large donors, creating a ‘market-led development-security assemblage’ (Greenburg,
2017; Nagaraj, 2015). In the assemblage, USAID provides most, but not all, of the
money for U.S.-based foreign development, and most of this money is outsourced to

third-party implementers (Greenburg, 2017; Nagaraj, 2015).

IDCs are one of the fastest growing U.S. industries, often taking lessons learned from
development and military spheres to retrofit them in an all-purpose market effort,
positioning themselves as a market player to as many clients as possible (Greenburg,
2017). For instance, IDCs train military units, notably the marines, in District
Stability Frameworks (DSF), taking lessons learned from the development sphere and
retrofitting them to pre-deployment preparation. DSF exemplifies an overall
discursive shift in national security development thinking, from a “hearts and minds”
strategy to a “stabilisation” framework around the late 2000’s (Greenburg, 2017).
Comparing IDC’s clients with national security documents, and accounting for
conflict-ready movements, an aggregate view reveals that IDCs adapt to tectonic
shifts in terms of what development means in order to protect their business. Given
their market share, they also have the opportunity to create normative shifts in the

development space.

Few scholarly narratives however have brought together this assemblage of civil

society, market actors, and State actors. Salamon (1999) first mapped the U.S. non-
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profit sector and outlined the choice of the ‘neutral’ actors’ ‘survival’ versus their
‘distinctiveness imperatives,” or the choice NGOs make between funding retention or
keeping the moral upper-hand (Salamon, 1999, 2015). I will practically examine
securitisation in terms of technocratic shifts, building upon Salamon’s (1999)
pioneering guide to the U.S. non-profit sector and its continued convergence with
government and market actors, and point to the differences between the retention of
funds as a driving force in development, represented by IDCs, as opposed to the
weighed calculation that NGOs must make in both fund retention and their

distinctiveness imperative.

Measuring security in international development

It has become broadly accepted that aid has become more securitised with higher
rates of global conflict, changing operational approaches to aid delivery (Jackson,
2015). While effects of militarism and security in development are debated, critiques
are often anti-systemic and ahistorical. Within the neoliberal critical view, there have
been limited considerations of the rise of IDCs and their political-economic
connotations for a development-industrial complex, modeled after the famous
military industrial complex. Generally, scholars have not paid attention to
government contracting effects, especially outside of the defense industry (Roberts,
2014). Measurements of aid securitisation do not account for development political

economies, especially the complexity of the IDC/NGO/State relationship.

Discourse has moved beyond the security-development nexus to a “resilience”
framing, regarding the world as in need of constant intervention and “stabilisation”
(Greenburg, 2017). As part of the resilience narrative, governments are spending
more on foreign aid, which increased 400% globally from 2000-2014. In line, the
amount of aid workers skyrocketed from roughly 115,000 in 1997 to 450,000 in 2014
(Hoelscher, Miklian and Nygard, 2017). One might assume a corresponding fall in
global poverty rates. However, as resilience and stabilisation language insinuate,
managing underdevelopment to avoid progressively worsening conditions may now

be considered success (in a securitised lens), rather than changing structural
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conditions to empower the poor. Opposing theoretical paradigms arise, pitting NGOs
and IDCs as either providing goods and services, or pushing for rights for bottom of
the pyramid populations, creating a division between providers and advocates. Yet
specific implementers (IDCs and NGOs) have not been connected to differing levels

of development securitisation.

Indeed, the Brookings Institution found that the foreign assistance budget has
surpassed the amount needed to close the extreme global poverty gap (Zhang, Chandy
and Noe, 2016). However, in an age of micro-targeting niche groups, increased aid
can be directed at limited economic and national security interests rather than
disempowered groups or other forms of insecurity that lie outside national security
concerns. The securitisation of development under a political economy approach
lends to the conclusion that ‘donor preferences exert influence over NGOs’
operations, including their choice of aggrieved groups on which to expend scarce
resources’ (Bush and Hadden, 2019, p. 142). Donor preferences are connected to
whom they choose to deliver programmes, and the focus on NGOs in the literature

does not match USAID’s resource flows to IDCs.

Many development securitisation studies use a framework of colonial legacies and
neo-patriarchal States, especially in critical security scholars’ anti-transformative
critiques. After the Cold War, now-donor States shifted from exerting military
influence to development influence (Bayart, 2000; Golooba-Mutebi and Booth,
2012). Critical scholars examining the security-development nexus believe the
securitisation of aid sustains neoliberalised Western influence without allowing for
real change on the ground, entrenching power and wealth in the elite class (see
Duffield, 2001; Spear and Williams, 2012a). Yet in this critical view, few analyses
look at the political economy of the rise of IDCs, or a development-industrial
complex. Outside of defense contractors, government-contracting implications are
largely taken for granted (Stanger, 2009a; Roberts, 2014). Securitisation
measurements of anti-transformative development leave out the multifaceted political

economies between NGOs, IDCs, and the State.
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More recently, beginning with Fisher (1997), anthropological examinations
recognised NGO’s multi-faceted sense of place, including as conduits of State power.
Anthropology extended NGO motivations past the State and organisational level to
account for constellations of individual incentives and motivations that make up NGO
behavior (Fechter and Hindman, 2011). Once again, IDCs are left out of this
narrative. ‘Fewer and fewer of those doing aid work are willing to label themselves as
aid workers, identifying instead with the technical services companies who loan them
out to various aid projects... more key decisions in development are made by
administrative logics and “best practices” (Fechter and Hindman, 2011, p. 170).
While seemingly addressing IDCs, examinations such as the one quoted fail to
differentiate between organisational motivations. The literature acknowledges that aid
professionals fluctuate between roles in governmental, for-profit, and non-profit
spaces and thus fail to see long-term effects, but do not differentiate between
structural reasonings. While Fetcher and Hindman’s (2011) examination points to
issues in the introduction of for-profit actors and practices in development, it does not
discriminate between practitioner behavior when an individual works for an NGO,
government, or IDC. While the nature of expatriated development workers has caused
problems regarding institutional memory, high rates of subcontractors intensify this
issue (Hindman, 2011). In order to fully understand the context, once again, IDCs and
NGOs should be included as a stand-alone entity of examination to gauge how agents
view long-term development outcomes when working for different types of firms, and

if they act more or less responsively.

Given the varied goals of development actors, ‘success’ can have wide-ranging
definitions, spanning aspects such as sustainability of project results, stability,
negative/positive peace achieved, drops in radicalism, and also client/donor retention
and profit margin, all of which securitisation can contribute to negatively or
positively. In relation to outcomes, the three main actors, NGOs, State actors, and
IDCs, may merge lexicons, yet their varied levels of accountability and inclusivity
affect development’s transformative potential. Among the three actors, traditional

NGOs would typically hold the State accountable, but have become more and more
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relegated and left at the mercy of market and State forces (Banks and Hulme, 2014;
Salamon, 2015; Greenburg, 2017). These forces often result in securitisation, but are
left under-examined when measuring the success of development and its definitions.
Therefore, in order to understand USAID’s programming and effects, its political
economy with the full range of industry actors, policies, and motivations must be

further highlighted.

Conclusion

While much has been written about the inherent incompatibility of sustainable
development and security practices (see Spear and Williams, 2012), less attention has
been paid to why they are merging and the political-economy of the security-
development nexus. Securitisation of development is mainly debated through
discourse analysis of government speeches and foreign policy documents, while
fewer analyses have focused on what tangible effects this securitisation has had on

foreign development practitioners and their programs (Salamon, 2015; Spear, 2016).

Building upon Salamon’s (1999) pioneering U.S. non-profit sector guide, the
following analysis includes continued NGO market and government convergence.
Reconciling development actors and objectives requires a fresh framework that brings
together U.S. foreign policy goals with the NGO-sphere and the private market more
comprehensively than simply securitisation of development, developmentalisation of
military aid, or the technocratisation of both. I will add to the conceptual framework
of this evolving practical theory base to allow for the context of motivations and

actors.

The NGO field has suffered in credibility as they have moved away from independent
checks on the State, and instead cooperated with the State policy apparatus (McGann
and Johnstone, 2005), but IDCs take this paradigm one step further as contractors
with less moral sway. This paper will serve as a multi-level analysis of the current
USAID system that goes past the common concentration of one aspect in the

development sphere, the self-interest and agency of the development funder, toward a
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more rounded conceptualisation that places the mutual and systemic constitution of
the aid ecosystem at its center, relying on a system analysis of USAID’s securitisation

of aid.

Methodology: system-level and political economy
investigation

Research aim and justification

This paper aims to clarify the motivations and processes of (de)securitisation acts
within the USAID development sphere, accounting for the political economy of the
range of actors USAID uses to implement its work, outside of the typical scholarly
focus on NGOs and U.S. foreign policy. With a clearer understanding of the
influences on relationships and political economy of USAID’s outsourcing of
development aid, a further consideration of the benefits and drawbacks of
development for different actors will become clear. Furthering understanding of the
market-assemblage of USAID, I hope to add nuance to critical examinations of the
securitisation of development that leave out a major player shaping the environment —

IDCs.

The focus on USAID here is for myriad reasons; prominently due to the abundance of
available data in terms of open-source documents and USAID foreign aid flow
information over time compared to most of their major development counterparts.
Additionally, a focus on the domestic U.S. development ecosystem is unique —
especially outside of the Pentagon and State Department — and the ability to focus on
the domestic environment in tandem with international security policy is vital to the
result.

Lastly, a fresh examination of this issue is warranted given the potential significant
impact of the Trump administration on development, and the normative shifts that

have been enacted in defense, diplomacy, and development (the 3Ds) over time.
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As mentioned earlier, examinations of the development-security nexus usually fail to
take into account the intertwined nature of the entire ecosystem, and usually siphon
off one element, such as involvement of the military in development, geographic aid
allocation, or NGO trends alone instead of examining the body as an interdependent
whole. I take securitisation not as a single causal element for development practices.
Rather following the lead of scholars that have expanded securitisation as a context-
driven explicator, I will use securitisation as a causal web (taking the “unobservable”
elements that construct a certain social reality) (McDonald, 2008; Oliveira, 2017) that
results in changes in sociospatial relationships and institutional practices in the
development sphere, which itself creates a market that can further entrench
securitisation practices in development. Using this sociological perspective rather
than a traditional International Relations framework, this paper acknowledges that
security is constructed through networks of power relations and co-constituted
understandings, and uses it to assess ‘under what conditions does securitisation occur’

(Balzacq, 2010, pp. 40-52; Oliveira, 2017, p. 58)?

While the sample is not large enough here to demonstrate an overall trend, the
combinations of broad quantitative elements with qualitative crystallisation points
lends credence to the idea that as securitisation has taken place, reliance on IDCs
have increased, and IDCs have more motivation than NGOs to cement securitisation
structures in place due to their focus on profit retention, while NGOs have a mixed
resource drive and moral imperative that causes different actions and reactions in and

to USAID policy.

Philosophical background

Using my imbued personal understanding and theoretical framework, I will use
interpretivism to conduct documentary analysis, which lends to a deeper
understanding of the complexities at hand rather than offering a solution (Lin, 1998;
Finlayson et al., 2004; Bryman, 2012). I aim to problematise the current dichotomous
understanding in the literature of securitisation as NGOs versus the State, or

international NGOs versus civil society, and rather introduce a layered understanding,

29



outlining political experiences through interpretive lenses (as described in Finlayson

et al.,2004).

During the examination, there will be many interpretations of institutional systems
that create meaning, or “traditions” through which I will decentre” analysis from the
personal level and attempt to understand them outside of their explicit intention.
Language, ideas, and norms will be connected to demonstrate how they are shared
across entities and employed for different purposes to enhance or subvert meanings (
Finlayson et al., 2004, p. 154), especially in USAID’s struggle between a security-

first and development-first approach.

Principal-agent theory is a common lens for investigation in this area (Cooley and
Ron, 2002; Rosenberg, 2017). Given the nature of the multi-relational, multi-agency
analysis here, a unidirectional principal-agent theory however is not appropriate. My
analysis will look at interactions on both ends, recognising that while USAID as the
“principal” actor may have clear power through conditionality, also ‘[a]gents held
responsible for implementation gaps or failures...want to hold their principals
accountable for insufficiencies in resources and information, a poorly defined
mission, and failure to protect them from external shocks and interference’

(Rosenberg, 2017, p. 14). A constitutive examination is then more suitable.

The overall framing of the dissertation will use interpretivism to interrogate ‘ideas,
norms, beliefs and values’ (Lamont, 2015, p. 18), or ‘constitutive’ forces (Oliveira,
2017) in the development space, while utilising a quantitative rationale that observes
aid flows. A securitisation framework for analysis through a mixed methods approach
will provide a mid-level look at theory and practice. Securitisation analyses typically
revolve around the ‘political structuring of a threat image,” (Balzacq, 2010, p. 38)
placing actors and threats into settings and context. I will isolate three dimensions of
securitisation: agents (USAID) and its subsidiaries, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), and independent development contractors IDCs); acts (mainly dispotifs, but

also national politics and heuristic artefacts); and context (post-9/11 U.S. policy,
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discourse, and market forces) (relying on Balzacq, 2010, for framing), all while using

an interpretivist discourse analysis coupled with quantitative crystallisation.

While I employ a sociological structure within securitisation theory, the further-
reaching contextual analysis is not entirely unique (see Howell, 2014, for instance).
Overall however, securitisation theory lacks:

‘an account of how the relevant contextual circumstances and structural relations
of power stem from the dynamics of global political economy. Characteristically,
the contextual circumstances that may trigger or reinforce securitization and
render relevant audiences more sensitive to their vulnerability have to do with
economic growth, levels and terms of (un)employment, socio-economic
uncertainty, distribution of income and effects of commodification’ (Patoméki,
2015, p. 132).

Thus, by using a political-economy incorporation to examine the causal co-
constitution of securitising mechanisms, I add to an underserved theoretical approach.
By examining who has attained USAID funds from FY 2001-2019, as U.S. foreign
development has undergone the theoretical process of securitisation since 2001, I will
limit my analysis to these groups and find documentation of how and if they adapted

to, stymied, or led securitisation processes.

Reliability, ethical concerns and limitations

Interpretivism limits the reliability and representativeness of primary data, and so is
not easily generalisable. However, while good research is less precise in qualitative
studies, it creates richness through ‘theoretical constructs, data sources, contexts, and
samples’ (i.e. ‘requisite variety’) (Tracy, 2010, p. 841). As I seek to explain a socio-
political economy and situate it within securitisation of development, reproducibility
becomes less important than a deepened and broadened understanding of the
mechanics of the so-called security-development nexus. Additionally, this
phenomenon cannot be extrapolated to other explanations of international aid systems
easily (e.g. Irish Aid) because it relies on contextual deep meanings, so the causal

web established here is not a predictive generalisation.

Interpretivism also leaves room for bias. At the project’s outset, I was disposed to

deep understanding and analysis given my tacit knowledge (Tracy, 2010, p. 843) of
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the development industry. While I can more easily understand implicit assumptions in
content analysis, I am also prone to biases. In the interest of transparency, I have
worked for an international aid organisation based out of Ireland that received
substantial USAID funding (though I was not directly involved with any USAID
funded projects) for five years. In pursuit of self-reflexivity (as recommended by
Tracy, 2010), my motives for conducting this research prior to empirical analysis

were to understand if securitisation could be useful for development outcomes.

As previously mentioned, many researchers examining the security-development
nexus employ a critical lens and often flag the dangers and inconsistencies present in
the security-development nexus. When I began studying this topic, my mindset,
influenced by my history as a fundraiser in international development, was that more
government resources represented a positive opportunity to employ securitisation as a
fundraising tool that NGOs could (and do) wield in order to attract said funds and
attention. This view was voiced explicitly by former USAID Deputy Administrator,
Carol Lancaster, who wrote in her book ‘[t]he adoption of the theme of “conflict
prevention” was basically an effort to gain greater relevance with the State
Department and White House, even though at the time there were no particular ideas
about how to prevent conflict except to continue funding those activities USAID had
always funded’ (quoted in Spear, 2016, p. 21). Although it does not provoke a
personal reaction, I recognise that NGOs, IDCs, and USAID, have at their base a
fundamental need of organisational and individual self-preservation despite the
common adage in the development field of a wish to “work themselves out of a job.”
Yet, most professionals are aware that development needs will not disappear in their
lifetimes and are left competing for a (non zero-sum) pool of resources (Salamon,

1999, 2015; Bush and Hadden, 2019).

Data collection method

While I was able to access data on USAID contracts in aggregate, the full view of
contracts and sub-contracts, amounts, and services rendered are notoriously non-

transparent. While specific contracts under Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
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requests can be attained, the process can take years, and FOIAs are not granted in
sufficient quantities to construct an aggregate data source over time (see Beelman,
2014; Mendoza and Trenton, 2012). Information such as who is contracted for
geographic and/or thematic responses is accessible, but not how those funds are
actually spent (Roberts, 2014). Roberts (2014), taking a political geographical
approach, first attempted to comprehensively map the infrastructural-societal route of
money for development contractors, finding that many lived along the ‘Beltway’
(clustered areas near Washington, DC). Other comprehensive mappings of IDC funds

could not be found.

On USAID’s Foreign Aid Explorer (FAE) webpage, they offer high-level data from
fiscal year 2001-2019 on all USAID transactions (approx. 975,000 transactions in
total), including commitments and disbursements (USAID, no date). The FAE only
offers an aggregate view of the data, so in order to access it in total, I filtered each
year and retrieved the data on their server to access transactional figures, which I then
cross-referenced with their visual representation to confirm accuracy. After the
filtration specified above, commitments totaled roughly 398,000. For instance,
Chemonics (an IDC) totaled approximately 3,000 commitments across the entire time
frame. However, that dataset includes foreign aid implemented by all agencies,
including the State Department and the Millennium Challenge Corporation. I further
limited the data to projects implemented by USAID in order to focus on their specific
ecosystem. The remaining dataset includes other funders like the Executive Office of
the President (EOP) or the State Department, although USAID was most commonly
both the funding body and implementing body. However, limiting USAID as the
implementing body indicates that USAID were the entity that carried out and
contracted the project, thus all implemented projects by USAID were included in the
dataset. Once limited only to USAID implementation, using the award obligation
fiscal year, I sorted each year by entity grouping and eliminated funds that went
toward governments (e.g. the Government of Israel), multilateral institutions (e.g. the
World Bank), and networks (which tend to mix private sector, government and NGO

actors). Networks make up very few of the transactions. Governments and
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multilaterals represent a more significant funding stream, however due to the scope of
this study, multilateral and bilateral ecosystems and priorities were left out. I chose to
focus instead on the domestic political-economic positioning of actors vying for funds
in competition with one another, whereas States and multilaterals have separate
operational market spaces that fulfill different normative roles than that of

development.

What remained in the data were few institutions and public-private partnerships, and
majorly IDCs and NGOs, which the FAE labeled “enterprises” and “NGOs and Faith-
Based Organizations” respectively. I coded each entity that ranked within any given
fiscal year’s award winners, and used that data to compare between actors, across
years. Some were mislabeled by USAID, including major contractors John Snow
International and Partnership for Supply Chain Management (misnamed as NGOs,
but are firmly IDCs, also recognised by Devex, a leading reporting entity in the
development world). I re-labeled top recipients, and though my ability to check every
single entry was not possible, by randomly selecting lower recipients I was able to

check that aggregate figures are representative.

From this data, I was able to limit the scope of my examination to entities that
garnered the most funds over time (not just the largest contracts, though they overlap)
in order to examine their discourse, actions, and policies against it. What remains are
the trends that will aid in the examination of the extent that marketisation and
industrialisation exist in the assemblage, shaping the relationship between the State,
NGOs, and IDCs. The aid flow level, however, is correlative, and discourse and

context are vital to examine the issues fully.

Case examples pulled from the literature will be spotlighted in order to add context,
express practitioner views, particularise and showcase the significance of my
investigation, and triangulate data. While I do not establish clear causal mechanisms,
it shows the labyrinth of relations in the assemblage and complexity and diffusion of

influences and actors involved in securitising aid. Policies percolate through the
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causal web, and are not simply a decision made across a Presidential cabinet or
through a USAID directorate. The cases will draw out themes and variables, and
depict similarities across actors to demonstrate the relationship of their development
practices and strategies, in order to problematise the critical narrative that U.S.
hegemony creates policies that result in securitisation, and that NGOs are complicit.
Rather, at a more nuanced level, a system interacts and creates incentives for

engagement, with varied degrees of feedback and influence.

Following Roberts (2014) model, through documentary research, I will examine aid
flows, rationales, and relationships between actors. To flesh out the academic
discourse and avoid imposing ontological assumptions onto primary documents, I
incorporate secondary and tertiary sources onto the primary analyses. The analysis
uses discourse analysis through published primary and secondary sources. Sources
include academic research and “grey” literature from think tanks, congressional
testimony, governmental policy documents, lobbying disclosures, published official
statements, newspapers, and other development news outlets that contain quotes,
published interviews, annual reports, and websites. These will be accompanied where

possible with relevant USAID fund quantities to IDCs and NGOs.

The research will use this content to create a chronological investigation since the
9/11 terror attacks, building case studies as a triangulation method complemented by
the overarching data that point to a growth of IDCs, leading to structures with a
gravitational force that lend to securitisation as a broad trend. While the quantitative
and qualitative elements cannot prove anything on their own, through illustrative
points and a political-economy lens I will develop patterns and trends that promote a

nuanced understanding of the issue (Tracy, 2010, p. 843).

While the original project design heavily incorporated ethnographic elements through
the use of semi-structured interviews, due to the global pandemic in 2020, interviews
were no longer possible. Thus, desk-based methods created a new lens to view the

effects of IDCs and INGOs within the USAID-centric international development
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framework, examining hundreds of letters, statements, and other releases from IDCs
and NGOs. An ethnographic investigation through semi-structured interviews would
provide useful further analysis in terms of how aware actors who engage in this field

are of their strategies in terms of (de)securitisation and sustainable aid practices.

Instead of focusing on individuals in the ecosystem as was originally planned, I use
umbrella groups as a proxy lens. Although there are numerous interest groups and
networking and professional societies that contain the international development
market assemblage in the United States as demonstrated by Roberts (2014) who
pinpoints where money flows in the development assemblage, I will focus on those
umbrella groups who are composed primarily of either IDCs or NGOs. It is important
to note that many groups contain individuals that often work in overlapping industry
areas over the span of their career. However, given these groups’ stated interests and
missions and their self-categorisation, they are a useful framework to examine how

IDCs and NGOs leverage influence on USAID policy for (de)securitisation.

USAID, IDCs, and NGOs: A transactional ecosystem

I have assembled a glimpse into USAID arranged by its administrator, in part to show
how securitisation efforts are subject to the agreement of norms and personal
decision-making, further demonstrating USAID’s political-economy influenced
causal web. Sociospatial networks are demonstrated here through individuals and
factions, highlighting that the political-economic motivations, where policy and
resources collide, operates through agencies and individuals simultaneously within a
network of international development. The same phenomenon could be examined
further by looking at how key leadership moves within the development assemblage,
revealing that securitisation runs alongside personal and organisational political and
economic lines, and is not simply handed down through a principal-agent. When a
securitisation event occurs, multiple relationships are activated and it allows a process

of co-constitution that create (de)securitisation events, reflecting the claim that a State
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does not act in solitude, instead spurring multiple, inconsistent decisions (Brown and

Grivingholt, 2016).

As September 11, 2001 occurred, USAID stood as a hollowed agency, having spent
most the 1990s losing staff, leverage, autonomy, and operating budgets (McCleary,
2009). Key elements that made USAID successful in past difficult environments and
conflict areas, like flexibility, expertise, and responsiveness, were already in short
supply. Yet, very quickly they were expected to implement short-term development
successes in conflict zones after the terror attacks. During this time, USAID received
an influx of funds, though many were tied to counterinsurgency activities in Iraq and

Afghanistan (The Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training, 2018).

Using a geopolitical-strategic relational approach, Essex (2013) describes USAID as
an agency at odds with itself, struggling to resolve its place as both an agent in global
foreign policy and the object of security policies that do not necessarily align with its
mandate as a humanitarian and development actor. USAID creates conditions that
replicate this struggle for its NGO partners, willing them to enact programmes and
policies to promote global development yet may primarily be used for strategic State
security. It is thus important to recognise the USAID ecosystem as a whole, filled
with both uniform institutional priorities and endogenous motives. Key USAID
events affect and are formed by the ecosystem and the three key actors (USAID,
NGOs, and IDCs) will often coordinate, yet pivotal decisions and communications
may have motives that contradict these groupings’ positions. Different facets of the
USAID assemblage create key interactions and frictions, thus informing this
empirical exploration. It is worth flagging that FAE data gaps and
underrepresentation from certain actors could be further investigated given additional

time and access.

USAID 2001-2019
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Securitisation of USAID, as a State actor, is accepted in the literature, but
securitisation of firms is less clear. Buzan, Waver, and de Wilde (1998) suggest that
firms cannot select legitimate objects of securitisation — as opposed to States —
because they do not have the ability or right to supersede "normal" actions in order to
ensure their survival (Buzan, Waever and Wilde, 1998, p. 38). However, as
development was elevated as a national security issue, USAID was emptied to the
point that in 2008, 99% of USAID’s net operating costs went to contracts and grants
(Performance ‘Stat’: Measuring Priorities, Progress and Results, 2010, p. 130).
Funds mainly went instead to IDCs and NGOs to carry out governmental work, as
demonstrated by the data shown below. The State, NGOs, and IDCs all contribute to
the overarching (de)securitisation of development. Potentially, NGOs and IDCs in
this paradigm become both legitimate objects of securitisation (by the State) and
securitising agents themselves as they implement securitised policy that USAID is

unable to carry out itself.

Data is provided to prove relevance of the securitisation and its outflow to IDCs and
NGOs, and demonstrates the problematic grouping of USAID partners as one entity;
usually referred to as NGOs and commonly thought of that normative body which
independently engages in international development for moral reasons outside of
profit motivations. IDCs are usually left out of this narrative as a distinctive entity

(see for example Banks et al., 2015; Bush and Hadden, 2019).

Data for IDCs and NGOs is difficult to find in aggregate, and are usually confined to
one-year reviews in news outlets (e.g. McGovern, 2019), or in modified groupings for
sector particularisation or geographic region (e.g. Stibi, 2020). Roberts (2014)
reported the Department of Defense (DoD)’s commonplace use of third-party
contractors, observing the higher occurrence of this trend in the State Department,
and even more notably USAID. From 2000-2008, the DoD spent roughly three times
more on contractors. In the same time frame, State Department reliance on
contractors grew by 431%, and USAID used contractors 690% more (Roberts, 2014).

The dependence on contractors grew as international NGO growth fell sharply in the
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early 2000s and had idled completely by 2010 (Bush and Hadden, 2019, p. 1133).
From 1990-2008, USAID staff reduced by 40%, leaving few direct government hires
overseeing more finances (Greenburg, 2017, p. 1267). These changes created a

structure primed for IDCs to fill the gap when USAID funding rapidly increased.

According to the data compiled below from USAID, the rise of IDCs, though it
started in the Reagan era (McCleary, 2009), continued rather steadily post-9/11, as

demonstrated in yellow in Table 1:

2001

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Fiscal Year

Table 1: 2001-2019 (data compiled from USAID FAE, no date)

USAID funds would have been bid on through grants and contracts across various
timespans. USAID has many funding mechanisms, most commonly contracts, which
are open to bid on by many types of entities, but usually secured by IDCs. Grants,
usually allow a select few IDCs and mostly NGOs to bid. Lastly indefinite quantity
contracts (IQCs) are usually longer-term, high-value contracts secured by large IDCs
and can take an average 1.5 years to be issued (Roberts, 2014). Thus, funds allocated
in 2004, for instance, could have been issued as calls for proposals in 2002 or even
that same year, depending on the specific contract timeline. We can assume that most

funds are bid for close to one year prior to release as ‘obligated’ and examine the

39

Enterprises

NGO

Public and Private Partnerships
Universities and Research Institutes



events leading up to growth and cuts in aggregate figures. As exhibited in the chart,
NGOs and especially IDCs experienced a sudden influx of funds post-9/11 until
2004. The next section demonstrates how this sudden rise in funds and securitisation

of development shaped, and was shaped by, the political-economic ecosystem.

The rise of securitised development resources

The sharp rise of IDCs in 2002-2004 was largely due to reconstruction in
Afghanistan, as well as more funds devoted to development in general as a response
to 9/11 and calling for development as the third national security pillar with defense
and diplomacy (the “3Ds”) (Stanger, 2009b). Despite the enormous growth
demonstrated in the above chart, from 2000-2005, USAID added only an additional
100 staff (Stanger, 2009b), meaning the expanded workload in USAID due to
securitisation of development had to be carried out by third parties. The rise in funds
for both NGOs and IDCs were a result of securitisation of development. However, the
ways this securitisation materialised, and who benefitted most, was dependent on the

actors engaged and their favored modus operandi.

When the United States engaged in Afghanistan and Iraq, it was during the Bush
administration’s push for ‘small government,” which increased governmental
contracting to such a magnitude that it became nearly impossible to oversee. The lack
of oversight was particularly evident in Iraq and Afghanistan, where ‘contracting
activity grew to the point where the line between policy and implementation
effectively dissolved, and the private sector found itself making policy right alongside
government’ (Stanger, 2009a, p. 171). Government and NGOs both represent
normative bodies that conduct themselves in productive and harmful ways according
to their own incentives and moral imperatives. However, when making policy, it is
evident by IDCs profit-seeking nature that while they may look to uphold norms, they
must also strive to maximise revenue streams. Given USAID’s reliance on
outsourcing, and evident growth shown in the compiled data, there is a real risk that

best practices may have fallen second to “best profits” during this surge.
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Post-9/11, USAID reliance on contracts (usually won by for-profit firms) and to a
strong though lesser degree grants/cooperative agreements (won by NGOs), grew
steadily. Grants are awarded to NGOs whose programmes coalesce with USAID’s
priorities, but programme activities remain within the remit of the NGO. The
government does not heavily manage grants, and NGOs act independently of the
government during grant implementation. NGO’s autonomy is considered a
disadvantage by the government, but due to NGOs embedded nature and
understanding of local contexts, many USAID programmes are operated through
grants. Contracts, on the other hand, provide much more accountability to the agency
and USAID controls most of the actions within the contract (Tarnoff, 2015). Thus, as
aid is securitised, the government favors contracts to IDCs as the acting agent to best

represent their narrower security interests.

Even more startling than the growth in contracting and grants post-9/11 was the
reliance on a few contractors to carry out most of USAID’s activities, introducing
undue sway by certain IDCs within USAID and Congress. From 1996-2005, the five
largest USAID contractors went from representing a third of the contracting budget to
nearly half, or from $57 million to $1.2 billion total (Tarnoff, 2015, p. 48). As there
were not enough USAID employees to oversee this enormous contracting machine,
they began to rely on Indefinite Quantity Contracts (IQCs), now called Indefinite
Delivery/Indefinite Quantity (IDIQ) contracts, which allowed USAID to create
groupings of specialised vendors to be called upon without a competitive contract
bidding process (Tarnoff, 2015). The end result of this dynamic is that several large
companies controlled daily implementation of large swaths of U.S. government
development around the world without even narrow accountability processes and
context sensitivity, limiting the chance of long-term success and adaptive

programming.

In economic terms, the sudden growth in the early 2000’s of outside contractors
points to concerns over regulatory capture. Regulatory capture is a serious secondary

effect of the commercialisation of government activities. Particular harm comes from
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the transformation of governmental interest into a federal employee’s self-interest,
and their resultant shared goals with the private sector in order to join their ranks (and
typically higher salary level) in the future (Carpenter and Moss, 2014, p. 124). While
contractors may certainly offer added value to government activities, especially in
terms of surge capacity in a disaster (Performance ‘Stat’: Measuring Priorities,
Progress and Results, 2010), if the United States sees the world as constantly in a
state of emergency (securitisation) and acts in order to reduce the risk of terrorism or
migration for instance, the role of contractors should be re-examined. In order to have
government oversight, USAID needs more transparent processes both for public
scrutiny and for USAID to manage itself (Stanger, 2009a). Meanwhile, the data I was
able to collect only represents top line figures, without subcontracting details. The
aggregate displays here were difficult to access at best. Non-transparent data
increases the chance of regulatory capture due to lower amounts of public information

to oversee contract funds and activities and hold them accountable (Stanger, 2009a).

Low transparency is an acknowledged government issue. By 2011, USAID created a
Contractor Compliance Task Force to ensure that suspensions, audits, and other
compliance issues were better overseen (Tarnoff, 2015) as oversight concerns had
grown so much in the 2000's. The Task Force was highly active immediately,
especially in securitised development contexts like Afghanistan, where prime
contractors were soon required to clarify their deep layers of subcontracting
agreements to better track funds, and 'on-site monitors' became mandatory (Tarnoff,
2015, p. 31). However, in the previous decade, contractors were able to take
advantage of a zealous push for the securitisation of development, staking their
profits in the continuation of highlighting security as a development issue while

regulatory capture loomed.

The brute economics behind the USAID’s do-gooding is also the story of a rise in a
‘market-led assemblage’ of contractors (Nagaraj, 2015). As commercialisation of
development advances alongside securitisation, the assemblage grows, creating new
offshoots in the network, all of which have incentives at their base to survive and

grow in terms of a capitalistic outlook. As these networks form and rise, they are at
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once reacting to securitisation (a swell of resources across the government that uses
development to address more diverse issues, namely for short-term, security centric
results) and creating/reinforcing securitisation by cementing the assemblage and

making it a more powerful player in terms of the domestic political economy.

The IDCs and NGOs in this analysis represent a potential accepting audience of an
act of securitisation. Acts of commercialisation can quickly either become accepting
of the State’s policies that move toward securitisation, or fight to desecuritise in the
interest of vulnerable people they are meant to serve. Desecuritisation when done
well could still also serve long-term sustainability and reduce national security threats
from the Global South (as defined in the doctrines of many national security
strategies). Therefore, there is an overlap between securitisation and
commercialisation wherein IDCs sit as a central actor capable of turning securitising
moves into commercially reproducible products. It is not as though NGOs have been
unaffected by commercial pressures, however this usually results in lowering the
ceiling on NGOs taking disruptive actions against the government, like protests, vocal
opposition, and withdrawal (Cooley and Ron, 2002). Contrastingly, IDC’s model
predisposes them to accept a government act of securitisation and IDC’s “normative”
pushback falls second to technical issues that potentially reduce income and profit, as
will be demonstrated further. Still, securitisation through commercialisation appears
in both IDCs and NGOs to varying degrees. To demonstrate, out of this political
economy forms a useful self-grouping of IDCs and NGOs through umbrella

organisations who are more representative than individual IDC or NGO actors.

Development securitisation through the lens of interest
groups

While there are too many networking and interest groups within the market-led
development assemblage to name here, I have focused on a few prominent actors who
cultivated relationships in the 2000’s with Congress and USAID to sway

development policy.

43



InterAction was founded in 1984 as a coalition of international NGOs working in
development and based in the United States. InterAction forms initiatives with their
members to advocate on behalf of vulnerable people and their 160 members serving
the world’s poor. Their board of directors encompasses large and small NGO leaders,
including traditional development organisations and faith-based institutions
(InterAction, no date). I will use them to represent a normative NGO body. Of course,
as noted in the literature, NGOs have their own survival instincts and self-interests,
but the grouping of NGOs within InterAction will serve as a useful tool to highlight
the differences in advocacy and normative stances taken by USAID’s development

assemblage.

An umbrella group representing IDCs, the Professional Services Council (PSC)
originally catered to government defense contractors. Now, it brings together over
400 clients like Deloitte, one of the worlds ‘big four’ accounting firms; Lockheed
Martin, one of the largest U.S. defense contractors; and Chemonics International, one
of the largest USAID contractors (Professional Services Council, no date). In the
early 2010’s, the PSC, noting the grand scale of opportunities within development,
created a dedicated branch within PSC, labeled the Council of International
Development Companies (CIDC). The CIDC was formed in essence to fight USAID
procurement reform (Greenburg, 2017), which I will return to in the second phase of
USAID assemblage securitisation engagement. The CIDC states they are
‘maximizing competition in the execution of work performed using U.S. tax dollars.
Building competitive free markets . . . Exporting American values’ (quoted in

Nagaraj, 2015, p. 600).

Another IDC umbrella group, the Small Business Association for International
Companies (SBAIC), began after 9/11 in the early 2000’s to advocate the importance
of the uptake of small (for-profit) business to USAID in the growing international
development market. SBAIC’s largest growth period occurred from 2010-2012, so

much so that they formalised the network in 2013 and registered as a non-profit,
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dues-paying organisation. From 2016 onward, the SBAIC began to advocate to all
government agencies, not only USAID (SBAIC, no date a). They officially welcomed
DoD representatives to their programming in 2018 and brought together USAID and

Pentagon officials to streamline business concerns (Lincoln, 2018).

Post-911, the groups attempted to influence USAID and Congress in the wake of the
introduction of the Partner Vetting System (PVS), first a USAID policy in the West
Bank and Gaza, and then expanded into all USAID partnerships.

Securitisation through the Partner Vetting System (PVS)
Andrew Natsios, USAID Administrator (2001-2006)

The fear of terror grew post-9/11, and murky layers of DoD contractors in
Afghanistan fed worries that tax dollars might be directed to terror groups. The
vetting system was introduced by USAID to investigate entities and individuals that
applied for USAID contracts. Since 2001, vetting procedures have been heightened in
order to ensure funds do not reach or support terror group activities. The vetting
efforts culminated in 2007, establishing the PVS explicitly to investigate and prevent
funding of terror activities stemming from government funds (USAID, 2007). PVS
measures included requiring information on each of an applicant’s employees,
including personal details like place of birth and government ID number (The Lancet,
2007). The DoD enacted similar measures for their work with contractors, though
using less restrained language (i.e. “Never Contract With the Enemy”) in their
legislation (Levin and McKeon, 2014, p. 160). The PVS is a clear case of heightened
actions based on an elevated context and discourse about the threat of terrorism,
resulting in securitisation. The vetting system drew responses from across the

development assemblage.

The Professional Services Coalition (PSC, later CIDC), a group representing private
USAID contractors amongst other federal contracting firms, issued a response
directly to USAID, citing discomfort with the newly proposed PVS program, but not

ongoing PVS activities in the West Bank and Gaza, and stood against further
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information collection and retention. The PSC doubted the PVS met ‘requirements of
the Paperwork Reduction Act in order to execute a meaningful vetting system;’ and
lamented that ‘the proposed scope of information to be collected is not necessary for
the proper performance of the agency’s programmatic functions nor does it address
methods that exist to minimize the burden of the collection of information on

respondents’ (Professional Services Council, 2007, p. 3).

The excerpt shows a severe lack of normative push back to the PVS as compared to
NGOs, (to be examined later). The IDC group was fixated on ease of business,
highlighting the additional bureaucracy and paperwork such a measure would create.
The PSC did not believe that the pilot programme in the West Bank and Gaza posed
an issue in terms of long-term securitisation of aid and lack of aid neutrality. Perhaps
the regional inattentiveness stems from its diminutive share of their portfolio.
However, the PVS expansion is troublesome in their words due to the administrative
burden, not the problematic shift in intelligence gathering, the neutrality of aid work,

and the impact on local partner participation.

Further demonstrating IDC’s focus, in the same letter, PSC flagged, ‘there is no
information in any of the notices on the process or the forms that USAID plans to use
to collect this information. This deficiency makes it difficult to develop more specific
comments on the information collection request and paperwork burden’ (Professional
Services Council, 2007, p. 5). The comment clarifies their focus. Their main interest
lies in understanding the burden of the process, rather than concerns around privacy
or neutrality. It seems as if there were no large administrative obstacles to overcome,
IDCs would have no issue with the PVS. Throughout their letter, the PSC’s major
impulse is to secure the least overhead necessary toward approval of a contract. They
are not concerned with the normative shift of awarding contracts to organisations that
shy away not just from confirmed terror associations, but due to the broad nature of
the policy, any perceived risk of terror affiliations. As demonstrated further, this has a
real effect on who receives aid, and contradicts the fundamental development

principle of aid dollars targeting the most vulnerable populations. When the thrust of
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PVS opposition lies in business practices, it reduces the normative concerns of

securitising processes.

InterAction and NGOs had divergent concerns from their IDC counterparts. A
Palestinian grant recipient claimed that the PVS process ‘destroys trust before you
start,” and resulted in lighter uptake of peacebuilding programmes (Lazarus and
Gawerc, 2015, p. 71). The President of DKT International, an NGO, claimed that the
terror obsession would be a detriment to development programming, and that USAID
‘sees a terrorist under every bedcover’ (The Lancet, 2007). Overall, NGOs claimed
the PVS would be ineffective, in line with criticisms from IDCs. However,
InterAction’s main focus remained the opportunity cost of investing resources into
the system rather than aid efforts, the fear PVS would create for their partners and
beneficiaries, and the signaling of a loss of neutrality and independence

(Worthington, 2011).

Several NGOs stated that they would no longer take on USAID grants if the PVS
went into effect (The Chronicle of Philanthropy, 2009). When the PVS eventually
came into effect, several NGOs stood by this threat. While there were no listed
instances of IDCs refusing to cooperate, despite their rhetoric against the measures,
some NGOs declined to engage. Mercy Corps, a US-based NGO, gave up a $38
million dollar Afghanistan-based programme in order to avoid disclosing their
partners and diminishing the quality of their work, saying ‘[t]he requirements of
P.V.S. will undermine the trust that communities where we work have in us;’ for
similar reasons, Save the Children, another NGO, turned down a $5 million grant in

Afghanistan (Nixon, 2015).

In a panel discussion about charities and terror ties, InterAction’s advocacy
coordinator said the PVS, ‘would create the impression that U.S. NGOs are collecting
information on behalf of American law enforcement and intelligence agencies’ which
‘would prevent NGOs from partnering with local communicates in the way that they
have before, and building real relationships on the ground overseas, because what

USAID has even called a chilling effect” (Charity & Security Network, 2009, p. 17).
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InterAction made a concerted effort to counter the PVS during the Bush
Administration years, hoping an executive change at the Presidential and USAID
level would flatten the chances of a PVS going into effect (Charity & Security
Network, 2009). These hopes were dashed when a pilot began in 2012 (Charity &
Security Network, 2016)

Overall, while InterAction also wanted to make sure PVS conditions applied equally
to IDCs and NGOs (at first IDCs were exempt in the original USAID proposal)
(USAID, 2007), their overarching concerns highlighted long-term, normative effects
of mistrust and a break in neutrality. The USAID acting deputy administrator
responded to InterAction’s worries in 2008 saying, ‘[w]e understand that some NGO's
may have concerns about the program, and it may cause them not to seek federal
funds... This is part of the balancing process’ (Preston, 2008). Here, we can see the
clear prioritising of contracts that value willingness to execute government’s
securitised policies without a back and forth valuation of norms. Government
recognition that their values are unaligned with NGOs may prohibit grants, and thus
also prohibit the long-term work NGOs perform in a given “unstable” context
involving interaction with non-state groups. The implications of core IDC contracting
base as a majority of USAID’s programming then, can result in an abused system
whereby securitisation measures are more easily put into place without public and

normative actor scrutiny.

The below Web 1 is a brief visual representation of the causal web of securitisation
and lines represent influence, overt and codified, and subtle, with a key below. The
different veins of influence, interactions, and relationships show the depth and
complexity of securitisation processes and outcomes. This actor influence chart will
be revisited in the following sections, connecting each entity in the assemblage with
changes discussed in the analysis over time through actions and reactions in terms of

moments of (de)securitisation efforts.
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Web 1: PVS System

The PVS reaction is an extraction of the early 2000’s whirlwind of resources and
actors vying for a piece of the rise in development securitisation while simultaneously
fighting its bad-for-business repercussions. In 2002 and 2003, 60% of the contracts
awarded to firms by the DoD, State Department, and USAID had either board
members or staff that had close relationships or were members of the Pentagon, or
White House, Congress across both parties (Nagaraj, 2015, p. 602). While IDCs can
plausibly demonstrate their value to political actors donors as leading specialists for
security and development policies, they do so while the revolving door creates
‘normative isomorphism' (Nagaraj, 2015), or a cohort of individuals who act in
similar positions across entities that influence organisational profiles. In development,

consultants are able to articulate a code of 'best practices’, which are then
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appropriated across regions and agencies. These consultants regularly come from the
managerial consulting world, (e.g. KPMG, Ernst & Young) creating an endless
feedback cycle that compliment one another’s behavior and produce norms. These
norms tie into securitisation practices and both IDCs and NGOs can influence

Congress to different degrees, depending on their priorities and relationships.

In a business sense, IDCs do not need to conform at their heart to moral principles,
nor do their identities interfere with dubious business activities, leaving room for
many IDCs to work across industries, including partnering with INGOs and military
agencies and private activities in the developing world, like mining or other
extractive industries (Nagaraj, 2015). IDCs and NGOs then, at their base, have
different drivers of action, which is important when acts of securitisation arise like the

PVS.

Jumping ahead, in 2013, while the PVS system was still being litigated, the
PSC/CIDC noted concern ‘about the indefinite scope and procedures for partner
vetting for both acquisition and assistance’ (Piccio, 2013). These criticisms may stand
for a lack of willingness to disclose personal and company information to USAID,
and does push back on government attempts to further securitise aid by reducing

privacy in the name of preventing funding of terrorism.

Both IDCs and NGOs took a stand against the mechanisms through which the PVS
would operate. However, these stances stood apart from in normative and substantive
concerns. NGOs focused on how standards surrounding information collection and
alignment with counterterror operations could undermine their image as impartial,
mission-driven actors, and were concerned about the heightened danger it could bring
to their employees. The leadership of InterAction, an umbrella organisation
representing humanitarian non-profits, pointed out that mechanisms through the
Treasury Department already addressed many of these concerns, and further
affiliating humanitarians in conflict areas with the U.S. intelligence sphere would
endanger their lives. Intelligence ties like these had already caused issues for aid

groups, for instance with Pakistan closing down a Save the Children office due to
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suspicion of information gathering for the CIA (Nixon, 2015). Meanwhile, the
PSC/CIDC emphasised, ‘[f]rom the government's perspective, it makes sense to
nurture the highest possible level of competition in its ecosystem of providers, and we
believe it is harmful to distort the natural equilibrium of the marketplace by picking
winners and losers outside the competitive process’ (Roberts, 2014, p. 1041). As
noted previously, the government was agnostic on whether the PVS would result in
less engagement with NGOs, likely because it was easier to use IDC contracts to
securitise development through the PVS. Between their advocacy and norms, their
interactions combined with moral and survival imperatives, IDCs and NGOs created
an avenue that allowed tacit, but not full acceptance of a securitised development
policy. In the next major USAID administration, I will examine the efforts of

desecuritisation through the assemblage as well.

Desecuritisation through USAID Forward and local
partnerships

Rajiv Shah, USAID Administrator (2009-2015)

President Barak Obama, facing a global recession upon election, managed to keep the
USAID budget intact. After losing control of Congress, President Obama's 2010
Presidential Policy Directive on Global Development coincided with the National
Security Strategy (NSS) and continued to elevate development as a national security
response (Norris, 2016). The State Department led Quadrennial Diplomacy and
Development Review (QDDR) aimed to reconstitute USAID - in line with another
push called "USAID Forward" which highlighted efforts against corruption (Roberts,
2014). Rajiv Shah, who had worked for the philanthropic Gates Foundation for seven
years, was quickly appointed administrator. As shown, Shah, under Obama, was
strangely successful in guarding and expanding the development budget, especially
during the recession, a defiant period for congressional Republicans, and considerable
costs going toward unpopular military expenditures in the Middle East (Norris, 2016),

showing his willingness to improve and expand USAID development efforts.
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In 2010, the NGO Oxfam America released a report on the sudden rise of IDCs in the
prior Natsios USAID administration era, criticising the ascent and dangers of profit-
driven aid. According to Oxfam, long-term development was stymied by a supply-
driven USAID focus instead of relying on local context for demand. The supply
included not only goods, but also U.S. firms and staff. While Oxfam asserted that US-
based contractors had many downsides compared to local counterparts, including
higher costs, less sustainability, inflexibility due to multiple contract layers, and
draining local talent pools and country systems, a notable drawback was on
accountability. Contractors were more concerned with proving they had achieved the
intended results to USAID in order to receive more funds, Oxfam contended, than
with adapting and delivering sustainable results to programme beneficiaries (Oxfam
America, 2010). With this backdrop in mind, also in 2010, USAID administrator
Rajiv Shah unleashed a plan within the “USAID Forward” platform to work more
directly with partner countries, aiming to directly transfer 30% of USAID funds to
local groups (Norris, 2016). Oxfam vehemently supported the policy, putting out a
press release titled ‘Shah is leading a renaissance at USAID that puts poor people in

the driver’s seat’ (Oxfam America, 2011).

As local funding is oft considered riskier than normal contracts and grants through
Western and US-based NGOs and IDCs, it is mitigated through risk assessments and
other measures. USAID and the local government or entity must agree on
deliverables and results, thus providing USAID less control than contracts (Tarnoff,
2015). These types of agreements are less easily securitised as it must meet local as

well as US-based goals.

The CIDC, a new branch of the PSC representing IDCs and pushed back on efforts to
promote local ownership or increased use of grants in lieu of contracts. The CIDC
issued a public response to Oxfam’s 2010 IDC criticism, calling it biased (only the
headline remains online on their website archives). In 2012 they issued a response to
a similar inflammatory remark by Shah. Shah had referenced the military-industrial
complex when speaking about the current contracting structure in 2011, saying

USAID was ‘no longer satisfied with writing big checks to big contractors and calling
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it development’ and contended that IDCs were more concerned with retaining their
client base than allowing countries to take ownership of development (Norris, 2012).
Shah likened the development industry to Eisenhower’s warning of a military-
industrial complex, saying it incentivized prolongment of programming: ‘Projects are
extended in perpetuity... There's always another high-priced consultant that must take
another flight to another conference or lead another training” (Norris, 2016). Shah
then rolled out the technocratic label “procurement reform” to alter relations and
accountability with partners with little prior consultation to stakeholders, and grouped

NGOs and IDCs together (Norris, 2016).

The private sector was largely opposed to procurement reform. In response to the
push for local partnership, the CIDC released a statement, saying it’s now about
‘who’ does development, but ‘how well,” and claimed to explicitly support local
ownership and increased capacity as a ‘laudable’ goal (CIDC Executive Committee,
2012). Responding to the notion that American-based firms also had corruption,
fraud, and waste issues, the CIDC wrote that the fact that these scandalous issues
were publicly known proved that the U.S. oversight system worked to hold taxpayer
dollars accountable. Transparency came from regular USAID audits of contracted
firms, leading to refunds or fines. However, they contended, ‘sending tax dollars
directly to host governments or local NGOs eliminates the ability of inspectors
general or other government watchdogs to hold implementers accountable’ (CIDC

Executive Committee, 2012).

When procurement reform started in 2010 under USAID Forward, the CIDC quickly
increased their Congressional lobbying spend (Norris, 2012). The IDC lobby reacted
strongly, and began a campaign against the reform on the Hill. Congress is involved
in many foreign policy and development decisions, but rarely held accountable by
their electorate on these issues (Rosenberg, 2017, pp. 19-21). Therefore, there is
more space for influence by lobbying efforts and experts in this arena than more
contentious domestic issues. Using this unique niche in legislative susceptibility,
IDCs complained in a letter to a Republican Congressman that they had been

‘demonized for providing services they had been asked —and paid —to provide’ and
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warned the effort would lead to money going toward ‘unaccountable and often
corrupt foreign governments’ (Cohen, 2015). Rep. Darrell Issa, the House Committee

on Oversight chairman echoed the CIDC’s words (Norris, 2012).

Criticisms from the CIDC and Rep. Issa on corruption have little validity, as the
benefits in terms of long-term sustainability of programming generally outweigh the
potential risk (Dunning, 2013), and US-based firms are not immune from corruption
and a lack of transparency (for examples see Beam, 2011; Chandrasekaran, 2009).
However, his willingness to parrot the CIDC’s sentiments show the influence that a

strong market actor can play in securitisation.

The Modernizing Foreign Assistance Network (MFAN) was also vital to the fight,
responding to Oxfam’s advocacy (one of their members). MFAN is an umbrella
network with members across the development spectrum. Starting in 2008, MFAN
consisted of a mix of non-profit, IDC, and policy actors and eventually brought on a
specialised Republican lobbyist into their board structure once Congressional control
flipped in 2010. MFAN is an NGO that receives funding and provides it to members
who advocate on certain causes, though MFAN claims that most of these
organisations are already engaged in issues prior to receiving funding. Still, in their
own evaluation report, MFAN found that those most active on MFAN issues received

funding (Levine, Reinelt and Kane, 2017a, p. 50).

Partnering with NGOs like Oxfam and PLAN, in their words, MFAN:

‘waged a campaign to help neutralize opposition... to counterbalance the voice
of private contractors on the Hill who wanted to restrict USAID’s ability to
limit bids to local grantees... educated congressional members and their staff,
and took steps to block language being inserted into USAID appropriations
bills that would put restrictions on USAID contracting procedures... some
international NGOs began changing their internal policies to elevate local
partners and make them primary contractors. MFAN also called on USAID to
move from measuring success simply in terms of dollars transferred to a focus
on the development outcomes that result from local ownership’ (Levine,
Reinelt and Kane, 2017b, p. 5).

and additionally:
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‘MFAN successfully neutralized most opposition among international NGOs.

MFAN was less successful neutralizing opposition among for-profit

contractors, although the MFAN Hub and Oxfam did successfully

counterbalance the voice and influence of private contractors on Capitol Hill’

(Levine, Reinelt and Kane, 2017b, p. 6).
Surprisingly, InterAction, the NGO umbrella group, was wary as well of the
procurement reform and high target of local transfers by 2015. In 2012, they issued a
report that warned away not of the local partnership goal in and of itself, which they
supported, but of the timeline and the lack of recognition that USAID gave NGO
expertise in capacity building, which had long been on their agenda practiced by
NGOs (InterAction, 2012). In essence, it could be read as an act of self-preservation
in regards to funding, but their assertion as a value-addition on the journey to higher

local funding holds merit as something InterAction had already taken up on its own

accord.

Later, InterAction issued statement during the USAID Forward rollout, warning again
against the measure of USAID funding local entities with a plan to use ‘reliable
partner country systems and institutions that meet fiduciary standards’ (Secretary of
State, 2010, p. 186) that still stood apart from the IDC stance. InterAction stressed the
importance of local funding but was against the focus on reporting systems that could
redirect civil society efforts to “paper-pushing” instead of capacity building to
achieve development outcomes. InterAction said NGOs would be valuable as
connectors and trainers for local partners (InterAction Policy Staff, 2015), handily
carving out a long NGO market niche. Specifically referencing a section where
national security is presented as the sole method to determine strategic funding flows,
InterAction warns that the “3D’s” approach could erase safeguards that prevent
‘short-term political needs’ from overshadowing sustainable development, and further
offer to help coordinate and act as a conduit to help shape solutions to this issue
(InterAction Policy Staff, 2015). Here, we can see that they are acting against
securitisation, but thwarting a policy that might lead to more sustainable outcomes

simultaneously.
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In InterAction’s 2012 report, they alluded to criticism of USAID and IDC practices
especially among businesses specialising in capacity building or proposal preparation,
stressing that NGOs leverage relationships to create long-term, sustainable capacity
building rather than 'a series of trainings or skill-building workshops' (InterAction,
2012, p. 7). This criticism aims at many IDCs, including those that make up the Small
Business Association for International Companies (SBAIC). With some of its
membership overlapping with the CIDC, the SBAIC also fought against the push for
local partnerships. However, they had more technical reasons than the CIDC without

disagreeing with the policy’s fundamental message of local funding.

On it’s current advocacy webpage, the SBAIC website states their purpose: ‘SBAIC
is focused on helping the U.S. government (USG) meet its small business targets and
increase small business utilization in foreign assistance programs... We continue to
urge the USG agencies to set more ambitious goals, aimed at meeting or exceeding
the USG small business goal of 23.5%... We collaborate with USG partners to
eliminate unintended confusion between use of small business and local entities
in overseas contracting’ (SBAIC, n.d., emphasis added). Increasing the usage of
overseas businesses was an aim of USAID Forward, but the SBAIC has an interest in
distinguishing US-based IDCs that make up its membership. Issuing a delayed
response to USAID Forward’s local initiative, in early 2014, the SBAIC stressed the
imprudence in improving local fund recipients’ technical capacities without
accounting for their managerial capacity, cautioning that technical growth would
allow local entities to acquire contracts but not sustain and grow independently. They
also fear too much independence for local contractors would allow for more
corruption and failures to adequately report in USAID systems (SBAIC, 2014),

echoing CIDC sentiments.

Speaking against local solutions, SBAIC claim there is no way to clearly measure
local management capacities. Yet, they find a way to monetise a pathway to local
solutions, like an initiative proposed by one of their members, which offers a "Impact

Strengthening Development (ISD) 9000TM Certification Program," a clear pitch to
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commodify and delay a transfer to local ownership (SBAIC, 2014). By 2016, small
businesses had their highest funding ever, exceeding their goal of 11% of USAID
contract share and reaching 13% ($553 million), due to advocacy and partnership
with the a USAID office explicitly designed for small business uptake, the Office of
Small and Disadvantaged Business Utilization (Wilson, 2017). Whether or not this
program is helpful in the long run for local partners is beyond this paper’s scope for
evaluation, however, it is evident that it is not in the financial or market interest for
direct USAID cash transfers to local partners to occur in SBAIC’s market space, and
they are actively lobbying to avoid a policy whose intent is to empower other States

and communities (an act of desecuritisation of aid).

Overall, Shah’s ambitious plan initially set to increase local partnerships from their
implementation usage from below 10% when he began the campaign (Levine, Reinelt
and Kane, 2017b) to 30%. By 2015, the percentage of local partnership funds rose to
16.9%, also the end of Shah’s tenure (Piccio, 2015). USAID stopped tracking the
funding of local entities in 2017 (USAID, 2017). Despite the moderate success of
localisation efforts, it replicated the same concentration of funding to adept funding
applicants, where more than half of local funding went to only 20 firms in 2013
(Norris, 2014). Moreover, it does not seem to have diminished IDCs' roles in
USAID, and if anything increased their status. Judging from the data, which includes
both U.S. and non-U.S. —based firms, the shift from when Shah began the effort to
reduce reliance on IDCs in 2009 until he left in 2015, resulted in 13% more IDC
funds from USAID in total, peaking between 2010 and 2012, as seen in yellow in
Table 2:
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Table 2: 2009-2015 (data compiled from USAID FAE, no date)

In the end, NGOs rebranded procurement reform as ‘local solutions’ and became an
important ally to Shah, with many embracing the change, such as Oxfam America

and InterAction (Roberts, 2014).

IDCs never fully embraced the concept, contributing to Shah and the administration’s
decision to lower the target an initial 30% toward a loose ‘“‘sustainability” target
(Norris, 2016). The role of IDCs in this opposition was significant, having courted
Republican Congressional members by promoting a narrative of corrupt foreign
partners (Loewenberg, 2015). However, by not perpetuating their fight against the
concept at its core, but instead warning of peripheral risks to accountability, IDCs
allowed room for the concept to gain a normative foothold. USAID calls these intense

nn

deep changes in things like "modalities" "partner engagement" "re-skilling" and
"effectiveness dividends" — essentially new results frameworks to standardise
methodologies for procuring aid services that measure not only goods (e.g. mosquito
nets) but also "outcomes-based" measures that demonstrate sustainable results on

long-term outputs like education and health (Ashurst, 2012). So, despite their
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influence, IDCs did not stop a desecuritisation process from occurring entirely, but

appear to have stymied results.

Perhaps due to their knowledge of development, or simply as an easy tactic, IDCs
agreed that if it were feasible, local ownership is ideal. Thus, in a marginal sense,
IDCs allowed NGOs and USAID to spur a new normative space for local ownership
and solutions in sustainable best practices. However, this also positioned IDCs to
facilitate transferal of ownership through companies that specialise in capacity
building to win bids in the new paradigm. For example, an SBAIC member,
RightNow Consultants, sells a package that can ‘increase your firm’s competitive
fitness and drives creation of compelling proposals that maximize win probability’

(RightNow Consultants, no date).

In essence, there were simultaneous processes and transactions between organisations
that led to a desecuritisation of aid, but the political economy of development did not
yet allow this desecuritisation process to fully materialise. While Oxfam, an NGO,
acted as the initial norm-motivator to move USAID local partnerships forward, they
found a receptive audience at MFAN, consisting of actors across the political-
development-firm spectrum. MFAN was able to leverage their member, InterAction,
a normative actor that abides by NGO norms as well, although they complied with
reservation. The SBAIC, consisting of smaller businesses, agreed with the sentiment
behind local partnerships but warned of corruption and inefficient processes in a bid
to slow the process, and the CIDC, consisting of larger IDCs with high funds and
political access lobbied congress to stop the reforms from going through. Web 2 again

demonstrates the cluster of actors and the complexity of their relations.
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It is important to note that Oxfam, arguably leading the charge for local partnerships
alongside Shah, did not receive any USAID funds from 2005-2013 according to the
dataset. Arguably, they were thus unlikely to be concerned with the short-term impact
such a high local target could have in their funding. However, MFAN and InterAction
members were very much at risk of losing resources. Save the Children and PLAN,
NGOs who MFAN named as particular champions of the policy within their member
base (Levine, Reinelt and Kane, 2017b), received $99.9 million and $2.7 million
respectively in 2010 from USAID. There was much at stake, yet by the end of Shah’s
tenure five years later, Save the Children’s share of USAID funds had grown by two
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thirds, and PLAN’s by ten times. If USAID has stuck to its hard 30% target, this

growth likely would have been diminished.

In a 2019 report released by the USAID internal auditor, many staff believed that the
agency had focused on the goal of attaining a higher percentage of local partners, but
did not have a process to smoothly hand over management procedures, measure
results, and proactively manage risk (Office of the Inspector General, 2019). While
this may indicate that the warnings of InterAction and SBAIC, and the CIDC to a
smaller degree, were warranted, part of the reason for poor uptake was because
USAID had removed the 30% local partner goal and never formulated a clear success
metric for USAID missions (Office of the Inspector General, 2019), which may have
been partially due to interest groups muddying the waters during the debate period.
Once again, the permeation of interest groups affected (de)securitisation measures,

and set the stage for another round of budget and policy securitisation.

Reinforcing Securitisation Through Budget Protection
Mark Green, USAID Administrator (2017-2020)

By the time the Trump Administration appointed Mark Green as USAID Advisor in
2017, the (re)framing of development matters as security matters had solidified.
Securitisation helped to shield the foreign aid budget from the Trump
Administration’s attempted cuts. The gradual process of securitisation transformed
political choices into economic realities, as will be explored further in this section.
The narrative employed to defend the foreign aid budget in the interest of both NGOs
and IDCs differed, but pointed to the same end result: secured development resources.
Going forward, however, their various means to an end could have lasting

ramifications.

As demonstrated in Table 3 below, the IDC share of the USAID budget improved
from 2016-2019 by about $736,000, whereas the NGO portion increased by about
only $41,000 after President Trump’s election, a 14.3% and 0.8% growth

respectively:
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Table 3: 2016-2019 (data compiled from USAID FAE, no date)

Securitisation of aid may have saved development funds, if not its outcomes, during
the Trump Administration. Despite the fact that the ‘3Ds’ of national security, namely
“diplomacy” and “development,” persisted in administration’s rhetoric and National
Security Strategy (Trump, 2017), ongoing threats to the non-defense Ds’ budget have
occurred throughout this Presidency. In 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2020, the Trump
Administration attempted to cut the State Department and USAID budgets by 28%,
25%, 24%, and 22% respectively, and the budgetary office also attempted to retract
some of these funds under a rescission process (Mohammed, 2017; Igoe, 2019a;
Morello, 2019, 2020). Thus far, Congress has largely rebuffed the cuts, often using
both the moral standing of the United States and its national security as reasons for
foreign aid’s bipartisan support. In 2019, a large group of retired combat zone
military officers even spoke up to protect the budget for the sake of national security
(Morello, 2019), and the Chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee named
U.S. security as a reason to stand opposed to cuts (Morello, 2020). Once again,
however, IDC and NGO demeanors toward the cuts relied on different underlying

values.
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IDCs and NGOs used public and private lobbying efforts to rescue the foreign aid
budget. In this case, interest groups’ organised, efficient manner of lobbying may
have had positive effects on development, i.e. budget protection, especially in the
realm of bureaucratic adeptness that favors streamlined contracting processes to show
value for taxpayer dollars. The PSC (which houses the CIDC) claimed they played a
major role in stopping rescission efforts (Professional Services Council, 2020, p. 10).
When it comes to budgetary threats, IDCs, with few outside revenue streams than the
U.S. government, may have the most incentive to quickly rally and spend resources to

protect their profits, thereby protecting USAID development funds.

It is impossible to measure the degree to which IDCs’ lobbying prowess alone
rescued development budgets, or how large or small a comparative advantage to
NGO efforts they hold. USAID and NGO partners similarly want to improve
processes that the CIDC has pursued for their own benefit. Yet, their attempts have

different timelines and results to redeeming USAID budgets.

When fighting the attempted reduction, InterAction and individual NGOs were
quoted overwhelmingly as citing the cut’s harm to people living in poverty, and
negative repercussions to the United States’ moral standing in the world (Weber,
2018; Igoe, 2019b; InterAction, 2019; Morello, 2019, 2019). During the 2018
attempted cut, InterAction responded, saying, ‘[c]utting critical foreign assistance
programs could harm U.S. efforts to save lives, strengthen civil society, support good
governance and create economic opportunity’ (Weber, 2018). The President of
Refugees International, an NGO, stated, ‘[t]here are millions of women and children
who are going to suffer as a result’ (Morello, 2019), while the head of the NGO ONE
Campaign complained that the White House was retreating from the world’s poor,
saying, ‘[i]t’s pretty simple, you can’t fight disease and lift people out of poverty by
gutting programs that are doing just that’ (Morello, 2020).

Once again, NGOs led a public campaign and lobbied Congress to reinforce the

notion of aid as a normative good, whose expiration would bring undue suffering to
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the world’s vulnerable, something the United States as a moral actor should avoid.
These stances, while aiming to protect the U.S. foreign aid budget, reinforced the
moral stance of development as a long-term, principled good whose benefits to a
nation are often intangible. Among similar actions, InterAction drafted a letter to
Congress in 2019 with over 90 NGO signatories to deliver this message, attempting to

influence the system from a normative standpoint (InterAction, 2019).

IDCs, on the other hand, continued a pattern of relying on expedient, measurable
consequences. They applied national security and technocratic maneuvering to protect
the budget from short-term security and bureaucratic threats. The PSC President, in a
letter to the White House Chief of Staff, railed against the cuts saying, ‘[t]hese
arbitrary withholdings send adverse messages to our overseas partners at a time we
seek to forge and maintain alliances to counter the rise of China, solidify the defeat of
a resurging ISIS, and deter Iranian aggression’(Berteau, 2019, p. 1). Days later, these
security talking points were parroted to defend the budget by Senator Lindsey
Graham and Representative Hal Rogers, who in a letter to President Trump expressed
grave concern citing ‘reports’ that the cut was taken without considering national
security effects. They specifically cite ‘efforts to counter... Chinese malign
influence,” and the cut’s harm ‘at a time when threats from Iran are increasing, [and]

ISIS has not been vanquished’ (Office of Lindsay Graham, 2019)

While one cannot link the PSC and Congressional letters explicitly, and the
connection is far from conclusive, the point stands that the PSC is complicit in, and
actively promoting a narrative of, connecting development directly to security
concerns as its first and foremost raison d'étre. It is important to note that the PSC
letter did go on after highlighting security concerns to mention that the actions ‘call
into question’ programs like treating HIV/AIDs, ‘anti-human trafficking programs,
drug crop eradication, transparent governance, or education improvement’ for women
and girls (Berteau, 2019, p. 1), which highlights traditional development concerns,

but still deals heavily in securitised concepts like the war on drugs. Overall, the PSC’s
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main thrust for protecting development, and seemingly most effective, is far from

normative and focuses on political procedures and U.S. security.

USAID Administrator Green, speaking at the CIDC annual conference in 2019, told
the gathered IDCs that they were instrumental in enacting changes for USAID’s
transformation, and mentioned consulting IDCs early and regularly during policy
shifts. ‘Your ideas guided reforms that touched upon everything from streamlining
our business processes, to better equipping our workforce, to changing how we
partner by evaluating and elevating your role in local engagement’ (USAID Office of
Press Relations, 2019). He noted IDCs were particularly instrumental in increasing
USAID contracting staff by 30% (USAID Office of Press Relations, 2019) — staff
used to increase the amount of contracts USAID is able to process, thus enhancing
IDC uptake and revenue. Changes such as staffing entrench structures that favor and
facilitate IDC business. Once these positions are created to facilitate contractual
partnerships, both IDCs and new USAID staff who rely on the structures for their
livelihood will protect them. USAID consequently expanded specifically in a way
that contracts more IDCs at their own behest, who also design self-reinforcing
success criteria with willing USAID leadership. Overall, in response to an outright
attack on the U.S. international aid budget, USAID took on a revenue and accounting
angle. It may be easier to protect the budget in the short-term from this standpoint,
but long-term, if development fails to serve an explicit security purpose, it will be
easier to cut these programmes. Aid outside of even an ‘enlightened self-interest’ that
tries to mold a certain U.S. image in, never mind simply help vulnerable populations,

becomes more vulnerable.

The aforementioned CIDC conference allowed the audience to ask Administrator
Green three questions, which were 1) which companies USAID prefers to work with;
2) why the role of private businesses is so critical to the current USAID agenda; and
3) how USAID can help to counter China’s ‘debt-trap diplomacy’ (USAID Office of
Press Relations, 2019). Again, the questions do not lead to the conclusion that the

CIDC cares about development, but alludes to their focus on its ancillary profitable
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and further securitising objectives. Earlier in the conference, James Richardson, who
led the Amplify Foreign Assistance Initiative as a response to the rescission,
explained the programme’s end result to the IDC crowd: ‘What you should expect is
really the outcome, which is you will see your money faster’ (Saldinger, 2019). Little
does Richardson mention the impact of foreign aid to CIDC members, or those they
serve, but highlights instead more cleared checks for for-profit implementers, some of
which are publicly traded companies. For instance, Tetra Tech, the eighth highest
recipient of overall USAID funds from 2015-2019, grew their share price 220% in
that time. As of July, 2020, the price sits 328.5% higher from its 2015 mark
(MarketWatch, 2020). A publicly traded company such as Tetra Tech has an
overwhelming fiduciary duty its shareholders and thus profitability (see Bainbridge,
2002, pp- 419-429) — not their clients, or even in this case, people in the developing
world that receive their services. Incentives of development contractors will shape

their behavior, and the trend points to a profit incentive.

Administrator Green came on board as a relatively norm-abiding choice for the
Trump administration, especially amid its tendency to discount international
development and promote more transactional forms of international relations. During
his time at USAID, the administration was focused on rerouting aid initiatives in the
Middle East toward religious minorities (Orr, 2020) and stopping development
initiatives in the Central American Northern Triangle in order to stymie migration
(Sheridan and Sieff, 2019). Green benefitted as a bureaucrat with knowledge both
from his past positions within Congress and in development. Still, each budget
request from the Trump administration included severe cuts to the agency.
Consequently, Green had to spend much of his efforts in warding off these attempts.
In its first year, the administration put a hiring freeze on USAID, harming the
agency’s viability further (Igoe, 2018). Green left his post as Administrator in early
2020, but his and the White House’s role during his directorship contributed to a
realignment of relationships and how they compete and relate to sources of funding
and power. While there was not overt lobbying to promote securitisation of

development, there was an IDC alignment to securitisation that locks in patterns of
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securitised behavior, which NGOs may have hindered by promoting their
‘distinctiveness imperative’ (Salamon, 2015). The trend is exemplified in USAID’s
Twitter bio, which in 2018 changed from ‘USAID works to end extreme global
poverty and enable resilient, democratic societies to realize their potential’ to become
‘[w]e advance U.S. natl. security & economic prosperity, demonstrate American
generosity & promote self-reliance & resilience’ (Beaubien, 2020). National security

lays front and center.

While the Trump era remains at preliminary level for analysis, these factors show a
system adaptive to change, which fosters and reacts to discourses of security in line
with bureaucratising securitisation. With enhanced competition from acquiescing
IDCs, NGOs may feel more and more pressure to securitise — or endure the penalties
to retain their independence. Direct competitive market actors standing ready to take
the place of NGOs, increasing pressure on NGOs to securitise. As IDCs gain market
share, they tend toward quantifiable metrics and efficiency and its alignment with
cost and profit. These efficiency mechanisms allow them to leverage their size and
“proof” of proficiency to restructure and dominate the market. The IDC process fine-
tunes continually to shape USAID policies and conditions to better suit their business.
As NGOs push back, they may also have to rely on proving productivity — often
measured in terms of security — to ensure growth or survival. Capital is thus won by
NGOs and IDCs through conveyed insecurities by the government and NGOs, which

creates a contest to commodify security.

Overall, MFAN and the SBAIC have no reported lobbying expenditures in either the
years of rescission or overall in this securitised temporal range. InterAction had no
reported lobbying expenditure in the rescission era, but spent at least $75,000 on
lobbying from 2001-2019 overall (The Center for Responsive Politics, 2020a). The
PSC, which houses more than simply the CIDC and includes other types of firms,
spent at least $260,000 from 2017-2019, and overall, $3,738,187 on lobbying in the
securitised range, 2001-2019 (The Center for Responsive Politics, 2020b). The

lobbying data has explicit information gaps, so it is safe to assume that these figures
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are realistically much higher. Given the salience of lobbying in the American political
landscape, where money has legally been declared speech, business firms with an eye
to reshape policy promote their narratives both publicly and privately with

government. The promoted narrative then should not be overlooked.

In sum, Web 3 shows again the causal web that forms policy, and in this case,

influences toward security postures to safeguard development programming:
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Web 3: Budget Protection

Overall Findings:

Due to the structure of USAID’s contracting, there are several problematic areas that
affect both IDCs and NGOs, including a lack of transparency in sub-contracting, a
vested interest in reporting success and hiding failure, confusion in accountability

toward communities or donor states, and a lack of oversight due to limited USAID
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staff (Stanger, 2009b). Nonetheless, even as NGOs have professionalised with the
accompanying issues and advantages it entails, they do not behave in the same
manner as IDCs, especially in terms of securitisation. As USAID has professionalised
and moved toward systems that favor specialisation, IDCs have capitalised on
technical prowess to create measurable results in the development space, and
‘privatization of policy implementation is a real and observable manifestation of

neoliberalism’ (Rosenberg, 2017, p. 27).

The contract system that reduced USAID staff capabilities created ample
opportunities for both NGOs and IDCs to generate funds (McCleary, 2009), and as
shown in the data, they took advantage. However, the long chain created by
contracting and sub-contracting removes those concerned with the intent of a
development initiative away from its implementation, and the actual work is carried
out by those further removed from the purpose of the project, whose motive is to
adhere to the letter of the contract as to guarantee payment and returned business
(Rosenberg, 2017). A for-profit entity is likely to initiate more contracts with
demonstrable deliverables to generate supplementary and cyclical business, while
heavily relying on sub-contractors to replicate implementation style. Rosenberg
(2017) also cites that contractual relationships further remove feedback processes
from the intended beneficiaries of aid (communities) as the number of actors increase.
Who is “responsible” to beneficiaries, and in which elements of a project? Who can
integrate feedback? The problem is further compounded when considering the
motives of for-profits to shield proprietary information as part of their duty to the
owners and investors, reducing transparency (Rosenberg, 2017) and when IDCs can

sway policy, codifying these anti-transparent tendencies to the utmost possible extent.

IDC tendencies lock in securitisation through regulatory capture and undue sway over
development policy. In order to prove cases of regulatory capture have occurred,
there must be evidence, preferably in the form of qualitative and quantitative
measures, of: 1) a clear picture of where the public interest lies; 2) the intent of the
regulated industry to act, and; 3) evidence that policy moved in the direction of the

industry's intent rather than public interest. Simply protecting an industry does not
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amount to capture if it also genuinely improves processes (Carpenter and Moss, 2014,
pp- 57-69). In the case of securitisation, what is in the public's interest is difficult to
discern, considering the objects of securitisation are impoverished, conflict-affected,
or vulnerable people that lie in the Global South who have the potential to harm
Americans. Given that the threat to the public interest is obscured in development,
both IDCs and NGOs took space in an expanded “public-interest” market once the
Global War on Terror began, and neither seems inclined to relinquish it. Thus,
regulatory capture could be achieved through securitisation mechanisms, such as the
PVS and retaining funding in U.S .-based firms — where the public interest would lie
in the most efficient means for long and short-term development outcomes. The IDC
industry intended to sway Congress and USAID to adopt measures counter or
ancillary to development goals in order to enhance their profits, until their profits
came under threat, and they then relied on security-centric narratives to promote

development.

While securitisation is not always a clear, linear path, methodologically speaking, it is
noteworthy that ‘[i]t is possible to shape the circumstances and structural conditions
of action, including those structural conditions and asymmetric relations of power that
can make undue securitization easier’ (Patomiki, 2015, p. 133). I have examined
structural conditions and how they have shaped, and been shaped by, actors in
USAID’s socioeconomic structure. Foreign aid has been securitisied, to different
sectorial and geographic degrees, in ways that limit sustainability and transformative
potential. In order to (de)securitise aid, USAID and NGO professionals engage in
reform processes. If contractors have optimised systems to maximize profits, they are
likely to resist reform, as demonstrated most clearly through USAID Forward’s effort
to engage with more local partners and the subsequent IDC lobbying campaign. Of
course, there are many factors that influence securitisation policy, including domestic
disagreement over how much funding USAID should receive and efforts to co-opt
USAID management by the State Department, to name some examples (Loewenberg,
2015). However, efforts to analyse the contracting effects of development

commercialisation should not be separate from securitisation discussions, and
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scholarship must treat NGOs and IDCs as distinctive groups with their own

entrenched norms, ideas, and interests.

Contractual relationships in general create their own sets of issues that have been
examined separately and are worthy of critique. Taking this paradigm further and
removing ethically-inspired actors (NGOs) from these contractual relationships
toward actors whose imperative is to fulfill contractual duties in order to increase
business revenue affects the essence of what USAID does. Differing from a norms-
bound moral good in partnership with like-minded actors in the USAID-NGO
relationship, the technocratic profit-driven endeavor in the USAID-IDC relationship
drives interactive pushback. On the extreme end of outcomes, the independent voice
of local partners becomes relevant only when affecting the bottom-line, introducing
structural weaknesses that can be mined for security purposes more easily. While this
study does not suggest that USAID activities would be free from securitisation to the
detriment of sustainable development in the absence of IDCs, IDC presence

influences structures over time that create opportunities for securitisation.

Within conclusions in the literature that the State has amassed control of NGOs, who
are accused of merely acting as contracted implementers of State demands (Hulme
and Edwards, 1997; Banks, Hulme and Edwards, 2015), scholars lose sight of the
actual category of such contracted, profit-seeking companies who act as the end of the
spectrum opposite political, transformational development actors. See the below
table, contrasting the work of civil society (referred to as membership-based

organisations) versus NGOs:

Table 1. Contrasting orientations and attributes of MBOs and NGOs

Membership-based organizations Non-governmental organizations
Relationship with the State Oppositional Accommodating
Constituents Members Staff
Accountable to Members Donors
Program design Demand-side approach Supply-side approach
Community participation Political Non-political
Strategy Development as leverage Development as service delivery
Development ideology Development as social, political and economic change Project-based and target — oriented ‘Development’
Tackling/addressing Root causes of poverty ‘Symptoms’ of poverty

(‘Table 1’ from Banks et al., 2015, p. 709)
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I acknowledge the differences presented within the literature between independent
transformational local actors and international NGOs. In the context of a USAID
ecosystem, instead of Banks et al.’s (2015) table however, based on the previous
analysis, a more accurate table would recognise a wider spectrum and scale of actors
that the State funds for international development purposes, to different ends and

results.

The notion that local civil society acting in isolation could achieve effective political
and economic lasting changes is naive, given its tendency to spread power across
communities and individuals. Civil society requires allies who support their goals,
especially in situations when these groups need their platforms to be elevated and
coordinated (Banks, Hulme and Edwards, 2015). While Banks et al. (2015)
acknowledge that NGOs make up less of a sector and more of an “ecosystem,” they
focus their criticism on government incentives without acknowledging the full
spectrum of competitors within the ecosystem. They call for NGOs to return to more
independent postures that focus on connections with local organising groups, and yet
do not acknowledge that NGOs lose power when there are efficient profit-seekers

waiting to take their place as less dissenting contactors.

As the ecosystem becomes more and more saturated with for-profit interests, the risk
is that structurally, all actors — including the government and non-profit elements —
will be forced to respond as a market actor, conforming all players to the same
“game;” a monetised version of do-gooding that is relatively less interested in
structural change or security problems than making a profit compared to a less-
monetarily driven ecosystem structure. As profits become more entrenched as the
imperative within the development market-assemblage, and as these profits spread
into other sectors and actors, the harder it is to reverse them, as seen in the military-
industrial complex before it. Even in 2010, in addition to the actors like Devex who
sell access to analysis of upcoming government development contracts, major media

players like Bloomberg entered the assemblage arena, selling Bloomberg Government
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for $5,700 per user per year, with access to information and analysis for those who
make a living responding to requests for proposals: ‘Like a horseracing fan needs
the Daily Racing Form, businesses need a guide to help them game the Washington

system’ (Shafer, 2010).

We can draw some conclusions immediately from the results, however it would be
overly critical to assert that IDCs are pushing NGOs out to the detriment of all
development actors. While there are certainly implications for the industry that
permeate in different directions, these range from actor to actor and project to project.
As pulled from the data, from 2001-2019, NGO revenue from USAID catapulted
from less than $2 billion USD to over $5.1 billion USD, a 166% growth. They
theoretically also have to direct their attention less to short-term results as they allow
IDC:s to take over efficient, short-term processes that no doubt can save lives, like
many engineering companies drilling boreholes, or distribution of food or health
items like mosquito nets. Taking the classic economic view, this could allow for
further specialisation, with NGOs able to focus on more sustainable, long-term,
transformative processes. NGOs may then allow States, the military, and IDCs to
create short-term, freedom-from-need, security, encompassing the classic view that
there can be no development without security. Or, one may likewise conclude that
IDC growth, increasing 362%, from almost $1.3 billion USD in 2001 to nearly $5.9
billion in 2019, distorts the market to such a degree that NGOs can no longer
approach development in a long-term manner and must resort to competition with
IDCs, as demonstrated by the incredibly higher growth rate for this sector. There is a
plethora of material to examine and further case studies and interviews with actors
across the assemblage would greatly benefit and build upon the premise of this

investigation.

Conclusion

The prevailing securitisation of aid literature does not distinguish clearly between

different development entities, namely IDCs and NGOs. Therefore, this examination
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accounts for processes and procedural structurings of the political economy of
USAID, which creates enabling environments and apparatuses that result in
(de)securitisation. As IDCs are better able to leverage USAID, they will continue to
rely on expedient measures to capture market share, thus perpetuating what spurred
their initial growth — securitisation. Throughout this examination, broadened context
was key, allowing a view from the literature and evidence gathered of NGO actors as
less readily accepting of securitising frameworks based on their normative stances,
and for-profit entities as more than likely to accept terms and conditions of securitised
development if it does not affect their revenue or harm their public reputation to a
degree that incurs future financial harm. IDC presence influences structures over time
that create opportunities for securitisation, and reinforce securitised structures more

so than NGOs.

IDCs and NGOs are important players in the USAID ecosystem, shaping the way
development is delivered. Yet, while often-grouped together in examinations, IDCs
empitomise and expand commercial securitisation that works for a “stable” and
“resilient” lower risk world for their client. IDCs then contribute to systemic
insecurity due to the lack of transformative potential and focus on short-term results
and entrenched, efficient processes. Overall, both the NGO and IDC industry
intended to sway Congress and USAID. However, IDCs attained measures counter or
ancillary to development goals in order to enhance their profits, until their profits
came under threat, and they then relied on security-centric narratives to promote

development.

The preliminary analysis here showed a large uptick in revenue for both NGOs and
IDCs within the USAID market assemblage after 9/11, and through different USAID
and Presidential administrations. (De)securitisation efforts — tied to revenue
implications — affected top-line USAID policy. In the first case, the Partner Vetting
System (PVS) was introduced as a way to limit aiding terrorists. While both NGOs
and IDCs fought against these measures, NGOs relied on normative reasoning and
refused to cooperate with USAID when implementing a PVS pilot. IDCs, meanwhile,

pushed back due to administrative concerns that might hurt profits and ultimately

74



accepted PVS conditions, resulting in securitising measures only limited by profit-
seeking concerns. In the second case, desecuritisation efforts aimed squarely at
dismantling the USAID market assemblage and increasing engagement with
empowered partner country actors were propelled by NGOs and ultimately thwarted
by IDCs. IDCs were successful enough in their anti-local partnership campaign these
efforts, and thus desecuritisation, was obstructed due to the potential loss of profits
imposed by local partnering. Lastly, when the Trump Administration threatened the
USAID budget, both NGOs and IDCs campaigned to save the funds. NGOs relied on
their distinctiveness imperative (moral reasoning) while IDCs used security and
bureaucratic reasoning to fulfill their survival imperative (fund retention) during the
attempted cuts. NGOs are still pressured to compete with IDCs as less-dissenting
USAID partners to securitisation efforts, causing them to be less effective
counterweights. As the world’s largest State development agency, USAID has
excessive influence on how development operates around the globe. Thus, these co-
constitutional policy actions, forming a causal web, affect the entire development

world.

This analysis shows the academic focus on NGO and State securitisation of aid is
over-examined, leaving the main impetus for program design and adaption — political
economies (in which security plays the role of a significant market force) — under-
examined and thus undervalued as a way to predict, measure, and enact policy
change. I have attempted to show how the labyrinth of relations alters USAID policy,
small interactions and lobbying efforts in the market assemblage having outsized
effects on the world’s vulnerable population due to USAID’s sheer size and
influence. If analyses remove the market-led development assemblage and its actors
from the narrative, without acknowledging which actors it is that the scholarship is
criticizing precisely, it becomes harder to address structurally. In order to desecuritise
aid, one must first recognise the patterns and trends that have brought securitisation to
the forefront, who is embedding securitisation into the market, and why. If the

political economy of USAID is reckoned with, it allows for a fuller, more realistic
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discussion of how to leverage and influence the system to produce more transparency,

accountability, and long-term results.

Further securitisation of development investigations would do well to outline the
differences between State, NGO, and IDC policy and programmes, especially
recognizing IDCs as actors capable of transforming securitising moves into
commercially reproducible products. Political-economic informed ethnographies and
sociological accounts across the development assemblage would also benefit this field
of study. If securitisation of development is to be leveraged or counteracted, academia
and practitioners should look at trends over time and take a broadened view of how to

account for them.
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