Shifting Sands: Humanitarian Aid Amidst Donor Retrenchment and Global Uncertainty

1. Introduction
Humanitarian assistance has long relied on a stable ecosystem of institutional donors, with the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) playing a pivotal role in shaping and sustaining development and emergency response programs globally. However, the contemporary aid landscape is undergoing significant transformation due to strategic realignments and budgetary constraints among key donors. USAID, in particular, has initiated the winding down of operations in various African and other Global South countries. This paper explores the implications of USAID's strategic retrenchment on the donor space, its ripple effects globally, and the emerging alternative funding models attempting to bridge the gap in an increasingly uncertain world.

2. USAID Retrenchment: Contraction of the Donor Landscape
2.1 Strategic Winding Down of Operations
Since 2021, USAID has significantly scaled back or ceased development programming in several African nations, including Mali, Burundi, and Cameroon. Budgetary reallocations, domestic political shifts, and a pivot toward geopolitical priorities (such as countering China’s influence in Asia and the Pacific) have influenced these decisions.
2.2 Impacts on Country-Level Programming
The withdrawal of USAID funding has led to:
· Termination or reduction of vital health, education, and livelihood projects.
· Staff layoffs and closure of in-country USAID missions.
· Increased operational strain on local and international NGOs who relied heavily on USAID grants.
2.3 Donor Confidence and Imitative Behavior
USAID’s retrenchment has triggered a domino effect. Other bilateral and multilateral donors have reassessed their risk exposure in fragile contexts, leading to:
· Hesitation in co-financing initiatives.
· Delays in fund disbursement.
· A trend toward funding regional or thematic programs rather than country-specific initiatives.

3. Global Ripple Effects of USAID’s Strategic Shift
3.1 Humanitarian Operations at Risk
Many humanitarian clusters in sectors such as WASH (Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene), nutrition, and emergency education have seen:
· Diminished operational budgets.
· Fewer response capacities during crises (e.g., droughts in the Horn of Africa).
3.2 Rise in Programmatic Gaps
USAID’s departure has left gaping holes in project continuity:
· Vaccination campaigns have stalled.
· Food assistance programs have reduced their coverage.
· Local partner organizations lack core funding to continue essential services.
3.3 Policy Influence Vacuum
USAID has historically played a leading role in setting humanitarian standards and shaping donor coordination. Its absence has resulted in:
· Fragmented donor coordination.
· Increased influence of non-traditional donors with differing priorities (e.g., Gulf states, China).

4. Alternative Funding Models and Institutions
4.1 Diversification of Donor Base
· European Union (ECHO): Has increased funding in Sahel and Horn of Africa but faces its budget limitations.
· Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) donors: Saudi Arabia and UAE are growing players, albeit with politicized aid strategies.
· Private philanthropy: Institutions like the Gates Foundation and Open Society Foundations are funding select development priorities.
4.2 Innovative Finance Mechanisms
· Development Impact Bonds (DIBs): Performance-based investments to support education and health.
· Pooled Funds and Multi-Donor Trust Funds (MDTFs): Managed by the UN or World Bank, enabling collective funding for crisis-affected regions.
· Blended finance: Combining public and private capital to reduce risk and attract investment in fragile settings.
4.3 Localization of Aid
Local NGOs and civil society actors are increasingly recognized as key players. Some donors are channeling funds directly to local actors, enhancing efficiency but also raising concerns about absorptive capacity and accountability.



5. Sustainability Under Threat: Short- and Long-Term Risks
5.1 Short-Term Consequences
· Programmatic interruption: Disruption in service delivery across sectors.
· Erosion of trust: Communities and local partners perceive aid as unreliable.
· Loss of institutional memory: NGO closures result in loss of trained personnel and organizational knowledge.
5.2 Long-Term Risks
· Backsliding of development gains: Decades of health and education progress may be reversed.
· Dependency on unstable donors: Some emerging funders have less transparent or less predictable funding practices.
· Reduced innovation and research: Less investment in piloting new solutions and evidence-based programming.
5.3 Possibilities for Resilience
· Leveraging South-South cooperation.
· Building durable local systems for service delivery.
· Expanding multi-year funding instruments to reduce reliance on short-term humanitarian cycles.

6. Conclusion
USAID's retrenchment marks a pivotal turning point in the global humanitarian aid architecture. The contraction of such a major donor has disrupted operational realities and strategic planning for humanitarian actors worldwide. While alternative models and funders are emerging, the sustainability and resilience of affected programs remain in question. Addressing this uncertain future requires a concerted effort to diversify funding, strengthen local systems, and reimagine humanitarian aid for an era marked by geopolitical flux and financial constraint.

7. Recommendations
· For donors: Develop contingency plans to support continuity in fragile states, even amid strategic shifts.
· For NGOs: Build flexible financing strategies and deepen local partnerships.
· For governments: Engage in proactive diplomacy to maintain essential funding streams.
· For researchers and policymakers: Monitor evolving donor trends and identify scalable alternatives to traditional aid mechanisms.
The potential or actual cessation of USAID operations in Kenya, particularly in Kakuma and Dadaab refugee camps, would have profound humanitarian, social, and political consequences. These two camps host hundreds of thousands of refugees from neighboring countries such as Somalia, South Sudan, Ethiopia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.
Here are the key consequences, broken down by sector and impact level:

1. Humanitarian Services Disruption
Health Services
· Loss of funding for primary healthcare facilities, leading to medication shortages, reduced immunization coverage, and halted maternal health services.
· Potential resurgence of preventable diseases (e.g., cholera, malaria, TB).
· Interruptions in HIV/AIDS and sexual and reproductive health programs, which USAID has historically funded under PEPFAR and related initiatives.


Food Security and Nutrition
· USAID has been a key funder of nutrition programs (especially for children under five and pregnant/lactating women).
· Food rations already reduced by WFP due to global funding gaps would worsen, possibly triggering malnutrition, school dropouts, and social unrest.

2. Education Disruption
· Non-formal education programs, especially in Dadaab, are largely donor-funded, with USAID playing a significant role.
· Withdrawal would lead to school closures or increased teacher-student ratios due to lack of resources.
· Vocational training and youth empowerment initiatives would stall, affecting long-term prospects for refugee self-reliance.

3. Protection and Legal Assistance
· USAID has supported gender-based violence (GBV) prevention, child protection, and legal aid services through implementing partners like the International Rescue Committee (IRC) and HIAS.
· Cuts would result in reduced case management capacity, protection monitoring, and psychosocial support services.

4. Economic and Livelihood Support
· Programs aimed at skills development, small business support, and refugee self-reliance (aligned with Kenya’s Kalobeyei Integrated Socio-Economic Development Plan - KISEDP) would halt.
· Refugees and host communities would lose vital income-generating opportunities, increasing dependence on emergency aid.

5. Tensions with Host Communities
· Many USAID programs benefit host communities in Turkana and Garissa counties, promoting social cohesion.
· Funding withdrawal could lead to resource competition and localized conflict, as both refugees and hosts compete for dwindling support.

6. Governance and Coordination Challenges
· USAID has supported coordination structures, including capacity building for government institutions like Kenya's Refugee Affairs Secretariat (RAS).
· Reduced funding would weaken government-NGO-UN coordination, slowing progress on Kenya's refugee integration policy and the implementation of the Refugee Act 2021.

7. Reputational and Diplomatic Impact
· A USAID exit might be interpreted as a diplomatic disengagement from regional stability efforts.
· Could encourage other donors to scale back, amplifying the vacuum and eroding Kenya’s confidence in long-term international partnership.

Conclusion
USAID’s potential cessation of operations in Kenya’s refugee camps would not only unravel decades of humanitarian investment but also destabilize a delicate ecosystem where humanitarian aid, local governance, and refugee rights are intricately linked. The Kenyan government, UNHCR, and remaining donors would face immense pressure to fill the gap, financially and operationally at a time when global humanitarian funding is already overstretched.


