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The Priority

Total bilateral U.S. development assistance from the 
U.S. Agency for International Development (US-
AID) and the State Department to sub-Saharan Af-
rica nearly quadrupled from roughly $1.94 billion 
in FY2002 to an estimated $7.08 billion in FY2012.1 
The rapid uptick in U.S. development assistance 
to the region was largely driven by global health 
spending, specifically the President’s Emergency 
Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), which concentrates 
HIV/AIDS resources primarily to 14 countries, 12 
of which are in sub-Saharan Africa.2 

Currently, USAID operates 27 bilateral and regional 
missions in sub-Saharan Africa, which in FY2012 
provided bilateral assistance to 47 sub-Saharan Afri-
can countries. The Africa region’s top five recipients 
of U.S. assistance in FY2012 were Kenya, Nigeria, 
Ethiopia, Tanzania and South Africa.3

Beyond global health, the U.S. is the leading donor 
of humanitarian aid to sub-Saharan Africa, particu-
larly in the area of emergency food aid.4 The Obama 
administration has also made assistance to agri-
culture sector development a key priority in recent 
years through its Feed the Future program, a global 
hunger and food security initiative. 

In June 2012, President Obama signaled his devel-
opment priorities toward the region with the release 
of the White House’s U.S. Strategy toward Sub-Saha-
ran Africa. Economic growth, food security, public 
health, women and youth, humanitarian response 
and climate change are explicitly listed in the Obama 

Strategy as U.S. priority areas to further accelerate 
development progress in the region.

Why is it Important for the U.S.? 

U.S. development assistance funds programs on the 
ground in ways that bring government agencies and 
American organizations and businesses into collab-
orative activities with Africans who are trying to lift 
their countries onto a higher plane of social, politi-
cal and economic development. The region warrants 
sustained U.S. engagement for a range of humani-
tarian, national security and economic reasons.

Humanitarian interests

As a clear sign of America’s moral leadership around 
the globe, the U.S. has historically been and remains 
the leading donor of humanitarian assistance to the 
region. In response to the Horn of Africa drought 
and subsequent famine in the summer of 2011, for 
example, U.S. emergency food aid programs provid-
ed $740 million to Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, South 
Sudan and Sudan (according to the U.S. State De-
partment). It is fully consistent with American val-
ues to continue to respond vigorously and generous-
ly to emergencies in the region. 

National security interests

Continued terrorist activities in Somalia, the recent 
insurgency in Mali, and the potential threat of Boko 
Haram on Nigeria—the U.S.’s largest trading partner 
in sub-Saharan Africa5—emphasizes that the U.S. has 
important national security interests in the region. 
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Development assistance from the State Department 
addresses U.S. national security concerns by fund-
ing counterterrorism partnerships between the U.S. 
and African militaries as well as training for African 
soldiers to conduct peacekeeping missions in coun-
tries like Sudan, Somalia, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and Liberia.

Economic interests

Sub-Saharan Africa is a region of great economic 
promise. From 2001-2010, six of the fastest grow-
ing economies in the world were in the region.6 In 
fact in 2011, foreign direct investment to sub-Sa-
haran Africa amounted to more than global bilat-
eral official development assistance in 2011.7 Oth-
er countries, including China, are recognizing and 
acting on the increasing commercial opportunities 
in sub-Saharan Africa. A recent GAO report found 
that China’s total trade in goods over the past decade 
increased faster than and surpassed U.S. trade in the 
region in 2009.8

What is the Opportunity for the U.S.?

1.	 Sustainable health systems: The vast ma-
jority of U.S. global health assistance to 
sub-Saharan Africa is used to finance the 
delivery of health services, which is not 
sustainable in the long term. Greater focus 
needs to be directed to building sustainable 
health systems so African countries can in-
creasingly meet their own needs. 

2.	 Disaster preparedness and resilience: The 
U.S. is the leading donor of official human-
itarian aid to sub-Saharan Africa. Howev-
er, very little assistance is allocated toward  

disaster prevention and preparedness.9 By 
focusing more resources and expertise to-
ward these areas, the U.S. could contribute 
in the long term to achieving a reduction in 
loss of life and the need for large interna-
tional responses to disasters.10 

3.	 Economic growth: The U.S. should leverage 
its assistance and other policies to stimulate 
economic growth in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Members of Congress and U.S. government 
officials should engage the Export-Import 
Bank, Department of Commerce, Overseas 
Private Investment Corporation, U.S. Trade 
and Development Agency and the U.S. 
Trade Representative to ensure that the U.S. 
is providing a range of government policies 
and programs to encourage equitable eco-
nomic growth and commercial opportuni-
ties for U.S. businesses in the region. 

4.	 Democratization and good governance: 
The U.S. needs to devote greater atten-
tion and support toward governance in 
sub-Saharan Africa, including improving 
governmental collection of revenues and 
transparent budgeting as well as building 
the capacities of civil society and legislative 
bodies. In FY2011 and FY2012, U.S. global 
health requests for sub-Saharan Africa av-
eraged $4.82 billion per year while funding 
requests for rule of law and human rights, 
good governance, political competition and 
consensus-building and civil society under 
the USAID-managed Development Assis-
tance account averaged only $75.73 million 
over the same period.11
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