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The U.S. food aid program is hugely important 
at the global level. At $2.3 billion in 2010, the 
U.S. provides just over half of emergency food 
aid deliveries to millions of beneficiaries around 
the world suffering from famine, natural disaster 
and conflict.1 There is little doubt that food aid 
has saved countless lives, but with significant 
improvements, it could save countless more. 

In the short run, when crops fail or catastrophe 
strikes, food aid is an essential last resort to help 
people make it through to the next planting sea-
son. Food aid itself, though, is just one of many 
tools for reducing hunger. In the long run, pro-
grams to prevent food shortages and increase 
rural incomes are even more important.

Food aid programs in the United States are 
administered by the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture (USDA) and U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), either as part of bilateral 
programs or through the U.N.’s World Food Pro-
gram. For the most part, the rules and spending 

limits for U.S. food aid programs are set under 
Title III of the Farm Bill (Agricultural Trade and 
Food Aid). USAID’s international disaster as-
sistance program (which is set separately under 
the State Department authorization bill) has 
expanded in the last few years, but decisions on 
nearly 90 percent of food aid spending are still 
set under the Farm Bill.

Unlike other donor countries, the U.S. ships 
most of its food aid as in-kind donations sent 
around the globe rather than local purchases 
from farmers in the country or region in need. 
While there is a perception that these donations 
support American farmers, in fact the volume of 
food aid purchases are too small to affect farm 
prices. Food aid is purchased by U.S. agribusi-
nesses, transported by American shippers, and 
delivered by U.S. NGOs or U.N. agencies. By 
law, at least 75 percent of our food donations 
must be purchased, processed and transported 
by American companies.2 Shipping food from 
the United States to countries in crisis costs 



much more than purchasing food locally. 
For example, shipping food aid to sub-
Saharan Africa costs 35 percent more 
than local food purchases.3 Most of the 
money we spend doesn’t even go to 
food purchase—a full 65 percent of our 
food aid budget is consumed by shipping 
costs.4 Furthermore, food shipped from 
the United States takes two to three 
months longer to arrive than food pur-
chased regionally.5 For people facing a 
famine or other crisis, additional waiting 
time for a food delivery can be a matter 
of life or death.

In the 2008 Farm Bill, Congress autho-
rized a four-year, $60 million pilot pro-
gram for local and regional purchases of 
food aid. An initial survey of some of the 
results from the test cases found that 
the average cost of providing grains was 
54 percent lower, and the delivery time 
was cut 62 percent (nearly 14 weeks).6 
USAID has also expanded local and 
regional purchases even more through 
separate funds set aside for disaster 
assistance. These innovations, which 
include food vouchers, could strengthen 
local markets and should inform the 
broader programs authorized under the 
Farm Bill. 

The 2008 Farm Bill also expanded 
programs to pre-position food aid in six 
locations around the world (Kenya, Sri 
Lanka, South Africa, Togo, Djibouti and 
San Jacinto, Texas). This is still in-kind 
aid, but it is shipped and stored in 
warehouses much closer to the location 
of food emergencies. This could cut the 
time needed to deliver food aid to recipi-
ent countries from several months to 
several weeks.7 

These modest improvements are encour-
aging, but much more could be done to 
make food aid more efficient in terms of 
cost, and more effective at reducing hun-
ger. This is especially important in the 
current era of tight budgets, increasing 
demand for grains and continued food 
shortages around the world

Strengthening food aid 
programs to respond to  
new realities

1.	 Buy more food aid locally and 
regionally: Decisions on where food aid 
is purchased should respond to current 
conditions, not the inertia of past pro-
grams. Purchases made closer to areas 
of need can be distributed much more 
quickly and at much lower cost, feeding 
many more with the same amount of 
spending. Most importantly, it would go 
beyond the emergency response in help-
ing local farmers in developing countries 
grow their production capacity. There will 
still be times when regional shortages or 
transportation problems make shipping 
U.S. foods more logical, but that should 
be determined on a case-by-case basis. 

2.	 Fund food security programs di-
rectly: In addition to shifting away from 
donating food in-kind, the U.S. govern-
ment should make it a priority to reduce 
and reform the practice of monetization, 
in which the government donates food 
to U.S. development organizations who 
then sell the food in-country to raise 
money for their programs (about $300 
million in FY 2010). Many of these pro-
grams support excellent work, but it’s a 
convoluted way to generate development 
funding. The costs entailed in monetiza-
tion can absorb nearly 30 percent of the 
potential revenues, and in many cases 
distort local markets.8 Such reforms 
would ensure that local farmers are not 
competing with food donations in their 
own markets and move countries closer 
to self-sustaining food security.

Food aid is an essential last resort in 
times of crisis, but it is imperative that all 
U.S. aid support developing countries to 
become self-reliant by investing in local 
agriculture. Strengthening the produc-
tion capacity, infrastructure and markets 
for farmers at the local level will allow 
for long-term food security in develop-
ing countries while also providing more 
options for fast and cost-effective local 
purchase of food aid when regional food 
crises arise.

With the continuing global economic 
downturn, and rising rates of global hun-
ger, we need to get the most out of every 
dollar spent on foreign aid. Reforming the 
food aid system would make it more ef-
fective while empowering farmers in the 
developing world. The Farm Bill debate 
provides an important opportunity for a 
comprehensive review of existing food 
aid programs and the enactment of new 
programs that respond to new realities. 

Many of the arguments for increasing 
local and regional purchases of food aid 
and decreasing monetization have been 
debated for years. The issue is not a lack 
of knowledge but insufficient political 
will for a different kind of food aid and 
agricultural development that helps to 
rebuild local food systems. Fears that 
criticism of food aid will lead to its elimi-
nation have held back change in previous 
farm bills and in debates at the World 
Trade Organization. Similar reforms in 
Canada gained ground when Canadian 
farmers got behind a shift to local and 
regional purchases. Perhaps it’s time for 
a new debate, within the Farm Bill and 
beyond, on how to support strong and 
resilient food systems in the U.S. and 
in developing countries, and how aid 
programs can support that goal. 
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