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Abstract

For years official development assistance (ODA) has been one of the most 
important forms of financial assistance provided to developing countries by 
highly developed countries. Despite the controversy over the effectiveness 
of assistance, it has become a permanent element of the international aid 
system. With the election of Donald Trump and one of the key slogans of 
his campaign – America first – the political climate around official develop-
ment assistance is changing. The aim of the article is to analyze the role 
of official development assistance in political declarations of the current 
president of the United States.
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Introduction 
During its existence, the official development assistance (ODA) system has become 
one of the most important tools for supporting developing countries in overcoming 
development problems and helping them to enter a sustainable and balanced path 
of growth and socio-economic development. Traditionally, the role of donors was 
restricted to the so-called rich North, which meant Western European countries, 
the USA and Canada, as those countries largely shaped and implemented develop-
ment policy that supported poor developing countries.

With the election of Donald Trump and one of the key slogans of his campaign 
– America first – the political climate around official development assistance is
changing. The aim of the article is to analyze the role and importance of official de-
velopment assistance in political declarations of the current president of the United 
States. The article presents briefly the characteristics of official development assis-
tance and then the characteristics of selected announcements of changes in the US 
foreign economic policy. In the last part a critical analyses of Trump’s statements 
regarding official development assistance will be conducted.

International development assistance system
One of the most important problems of the modern world is the problem of global 
imbalances in the level of socio-economic development of individual regions, which 
potentially represents a significant prerequisite for the emerging of new conflicts. 
For this reason, development assistance plays an important role in the world and 
has been a subject of profound research in the social sciences.

Reasoning for development assistance was justified in the development models 
created after World War II. According to the theory, each monetary unit of an ex-
ogenous character increases the beneficiary savings resources that could be spent 
on investment. The best known is model proposed by Roy F. Harrod and Evsey 
D. Domar, who relied on these assumptions. Hollis B. Chenery and Allan M. Strout, 
basing on their model, created so called two-gap model, which justifies the role of 
development assistance as a stimulus for economic development. This model, despite 
the criticism, is still treated as a justification for the development assistance and 
the global assistance system (Easterly, Can Foreign Aid Buy Growth?, 32–33).

Development assistance can also be seen as a political instrument in the post-co-
lonial system, allowing or sustaining strategic control on the developing countries, 
which was particularly evident during the Cold War (Véron, 7). This problem is still 
important, as many studies consistently show that the non-formal determinants, 
like former colonial ties, the method of voting in the UN or the historical and 
geostrategic considerations, are often the main determinant of assistance (Easterly, 
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Are Aid Agencies Improving, 646–651; Noorbakhsh, Paloni, 928; Mawdsley, 502–503; 
Hansen, Tarp, 375–398).

Researchers distinguish two groups of factors determining aid: non-political and 
political (Round, Odedokun, 302–303). The first group includes:

—— level of income per capita;
—— business cycle phase;
—— the level of budgetary expenditure and the budget deficit;
—— peer pressure (the herd effect) – the amount of development assistance depends 

on the amount of assistance granted by other donors;
—— level of social protection in domestic politics – the lower it is, the less altruism 

is expected;
—— size of the state, geopolitics and geoeconomics associated with the country;
—— other temporary factors.

Political determinants include:
—— the ideological orientation of the donor;
—— the constitutional independence of decision-makers;
—— the balance of power in the government, determining the situation 

in the country.
Since 2005, the total amount of assistance was more than $ 100 billion per year, 

what more the “traditional” donor countries (the so-called Rich North) have been 
followed by Arab donors (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates) and 
the countries referred to as the “new” donors: China, Brazil, India, South Africa 
and Russia. Each group of donors has its own rules, but the most formal form of 
assistance has been developed by OECD countries within the official development 
assistance framework.

The official development assistance (ODA) is understood as donations and loans 
provided to developing countries by official government institutions of donor coun-
tries or international organizations supporting economic development and prosper-
ity in these countries. Loans are counted as official development assistance only if 
they include a donation of at least 25% of the value of the assistance. List of assis-
tant recipient countries is periodically revised in accordance to the classification of 
the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the OECD (DAC Statistical…, 11; 
Deszczyński, 79, 84–87; Bagiński, Kowalska, 89–92). In order to classify resources 
as ODA, following conditions must be fulfilled:

—— they are provided by the official sector of the state (government or local au-
thorities);

—— the aim of transferred funds is socio-economic development;
—— they have a preferential character, which is manifested among other in dona-

tion component;
—— the transfer recipient (beneficiary country) is listed on the DAC List of ODA 

Recipients.
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Overall development assistance to developing countries increased over time, 
becoming an important component of international politics countries known 
as Global North (Table 1).

Table 1. Value of ODA for certain highly developed countries in 2017

Country Value of assistance 
(billions of USD) Share of total assistance (%)

Australia 3 025 2,12
Austria 1 583 1,11
Belgium 2 306 1,62
Canada 3 962 2,78
Czech Republic 261 0,18
Denmark 2 372 1,66
Finland 1 057 0,74
France 9 501 6,66
Germany 24 670 17,30
Greece 264 0,19
Hungary 155 0,11
Iceland 50 0,04
Ireland 802 0,56
Italy 4 856 3,40
Japan 10 368 7,27
Luxemburg 384 0,27
The Netherlands 4 988 3,50
New Zealand 438 0,31
Norway 4 352 3,05
Poland 603 0,42
Portugal 340 0,24
Republic of Korea 1 965 1,38
Slovakia 107 0,08
Slovenia 80 0,06
Spain 4 096 2,87
Sweden 4 870 3,41
Switzerland 3 563 2,50
The United Kingdom 18 013 12,63
The USA 33 589 23,55
Total 142 619 100

Source: Based on International Development Statistics (IDS) online databases http://www.oecd.org/
dac/stats/data.htm
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Objectives of the assistance changed during the time in accordance to the doc-
trine of economic development and political situation in the world. Depending 
on the recommendations, the countries spend assistance on poverty reduction, 
sustainable development or increasing the commercial potential recipient. Later, 
the list of objectives was enriched with promoting gender equality, empowerment 
of women, conflict prevention, and more recently, improving the quality of govern-
ance. In addition, the DAC recommends non-repayable assistance as the basis for 
the functioning of development aid (Nowak, 460).

Changes in US foreign economic policy 
– the era of Trumponomics?
The candidate Trump and the President-elect Trump, aroused both interest and 
controversy from the very beginning, becoming the subject of broad analyzes. One 
of the most important research areas is the issue of economic policy conducted by 
the new president.

The declarations and the steps already taken in the field of economic policy are 
collectively referred to as Trumponomics, evoking a clear association with Ron-
ald Reagan’s Reaganomics. Undoubtedly, the most important axis around which 
economic policy is being built is the slogan America first, which at least declara-
tively means a desire to revise the current model of world trade and globalization. 
Concrete actions, if they are taken, may mean above all the renegotiation of trade 
agreements and the use of tariff instruments in trade policy, and hence the return, 
at least to some extent, of protectionist and mercantilist practices. Obviously, this 
would affect mainly Asian countries (primarily China), which financially and com-
mercially want to dominate the USA. However, it is not certain how, in which form 
and when this policy could be applied. It should be borne in mind that Trump’s 
foreign economic policy will reflect his own attiutudes in national politics. The ex-
isting declarations and actions indicate that the focus is on reducing tax burdens, 
primarily for enterprises, reducing administrative and legal requirements and 
simplifying them, as well as government infrastructure investments. The question 
to what extent the policy will actually be implemented remains a matter of debate, 
even though it was an important element of the election campaign and Trump’s 
declarations.

Trump is not against free trade as such, but opposes multilateral trade agree-
ments. Both the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership (TTIP) would not have any chance of success in the pro-
posed form. It is worth noting that both Trump and Clinton opposed the TPP evok-
ing negative impact on the US labor market. As Patten noted: “The case for tear-
ing up free-trade agreements and aborting negotiations for new ones is premised 
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on the belief that globalization is the reason for rising income inequality, which has 
left the American working class economically marooned” (Patten). By withdrawing 
from multilateral trade treaties or changing them, Trump strives to protect jobs 
in the American industry, and more generally: to stop negative trends as a result of 
changes in global order. Politically speaking, the rejection of a free trade agreement 
makes sense in domestic policy for at least two reasons. First, it would help Trump 
politically destroy the legacy of Obama’s administration in terms of free trade, and 
secondly and more importantly: Trump can strengthen his political power, appeal-
ing to, at least, some of Bernie Sanders’ supporters who as a candidate also raised 
issues related to the American labor market.

The problem is that Trump’s free trade paradigm is ideologically closer 
to the mercantilist understanding of international trade than to the realities of 
a globalized world. In fact, Trump categorically expresses its opposition to glo-
balization in its current form: “No country has ever prospered that failed to put 
its own interests first. Both our friends and our enemies put their countries above 
ours and we, while being fair to them, must start doing the same. We will no longer 
surrender this country or its people to the false song of globalism. The nation-
state remains the true foundation for happiness and harmony. I am skeptical of 
international unions that tie us up and bring America down and will never enter” 
(Trump). Trump has repeatedly stated that the US political elite consistently im-
plements the globalization policy that has enabled the transfer of jobs, capital and 
technology to other countries. Trump’s opposition to globalization is emphasized 
by his view that international institutions such as the World Trade Organization, 
NATO or the UN that set, in his view, unacceptable restrictions on the American 
policy (Shuster 2016).

Trump is not only skeptical about globalization (at least in its present form), but 
at the same time is particularly focused on the thesis that political and economic 
power of the state has been weakened by non-state forces, such as large interna-
tional corporations that are transferring their activities to developing countries, 
which results in an increase in unemployment in developed economies. Societies 
in developed countries have negative views on economic, political and cultural 
globalization, which corresponds with Trump’s populist rhetoric known under po-
litical slogan Make America Great Again.

In summary, in the case of Trump, we have revolutionary announcements, 
largely questioning the current political and economic consensus. Trump as a re-
alistic, not idealistic neo-mercantilist captured the real dissatisfaction of the elec-
torate sense of wrong and injustice. Nevertheless, the final, real decisions must pass 
the entire parliamentary procedure. But the Congress likewise the whole country, 
is very divided. In addition, the fact that Trump has no political experience means 
that the situation is uncertain and we might experience many odd decisions regard-
ing foreign and domestic policies. 
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Official development assistance  
in political statements of Donald Trump

It is worth noting that the US is in absolute terms the largest donor of foreign aid 
in the world (Figure 1). Trump’s views on trade and globalization give insight into 
how his administration may understand the role of foreign assistance.

Fig. 1. Value of US official development assistance in 1960–2015 in fixed prices from 2015
Source: Based on: International Development Statistics (IDS) online databases http://www.oecd.org/
dac/stats/data.htm

In Trump’s thinking, foreign assistance is not a “different kind”, but a comple-
mentary element of foreign trade policy, part of the overall economic program. 
Trump formulated a foreign aid program according to a new, protectionist key, 
stating: “The most important difference between our plan and our opponent is 
that our plan will put America first. Americanism, not globalism, will become our 
credo… the Americans will be the first again”. (Smith). In addition, he declared 
that: “It is necessary to invest in our infrastructure and stop sending foreign aid 
to countries that hate us and use this money to rebuild our tunnels, roads, bridges 
and schools” (Tyson).

If such announcements were to come true, this could mean the end of the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) and development policies 
that currently exist. The heart of the matter is that Trump treats spending money 
to help developing countries legitimate if it is to provide the US with commercial 
or security-related benefits. In other words, the current development assistance 



40

Michał Zaremba

provided by the USA in the form of official development assistance did not make 
the US safer or richer. More specifically, Trump expressed his opposition to de-
velopment aid because it does not succeed and does not meet the expectations of 
the USA.

Perhaps the most likely change in Trump’s administration will be the increase 
in the conditions for receiving development funds and linking them with inter-
national trade. It would mean significant and fundamental changes in foreign as-
sistance policy. This seems to reflect the appeal of Republicans who opt for reduc-
ing the funding of the Department of State, diplomacy and foreign assistance and 
reducing involvement in humanitarian operations around the world (McKnight 
Nichols). It is not clear to what extent the development assistance based on Trum-
ponomics will aim at a real fight against poverty. It is possible that ultimately reduc-
ing poverty in developing countries receiving assistance directly or indirectly from 
the US will be a side effect rather than a planned goal.

Under the America First concept, drastic cuts are planned regarding programs for 
developing countries, as well as integrating USAID with the Department of State. 
Funds for these purposes in 2018 would be reduced by over 1/3. In addition, the budg-
et documents assume redirecting funding from development assistance to programs 
closely related to the goals of national security. In the justification of his decision, 
the Trump administration writes about providing more effective actions through 
reorganization and consolidation to enable effective diplomacy and development. 
Suggested proposals are aimed at a reconstruction of the federal budget and they 
would be the subject of long-term consultations and arrangements between the ad-
ministration and both chambers of Congress (Harris, Gramer, Tamkin).

In conclusion, it should be stated that in Donald Trump’s announcements, 
the question of development aid for developing countries is primarily considered 
in the context of foreign policy as such. Trump’s skepticism towards the present 
world order and more or less open criticism of the adopted model of globalization 
and world trade clearly affects the problem of development assistance. The assis-
tance will most likely go to countries that can help the US protect itself against 
terrorism and those countries that provide commercial benefits to the US econo-
my. It is obvious that not all aid for poor countries can be considered “good” for 
the United States and their development.

Conclusions
Development assistance is one of the most important forms of assistance to devel-
oping countries. Traditionally, the role of donors was restricted to the rich coun-
tries of the West, especially former colonizers and the USA, as the most important 
country in contemporary political and economic relations.
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The election of Donald Trump for the presidential office and his declarations 
promise major changes in the current model of broadly defined foreign policy – also 
in the area of ​​development assistance for developing countries. Taking into account 
the declarations and announcements of the current president, major changes and 
revisions to the current aid model can be expected. Trump referred them as an in-
effective instrument that does not live up to expectations. According to the presi-
dent’s logic, the US must redirect these funds to national projects. The future of 
the assistance is therefore uncertain.

In any case, US changes in official assistance policy will have a significant impact 
on the functioning of global development assistance. According to the announce-
ments of the current president, one can expect a greater pragmatism, skepticism 
and distrust regarding assistance policy. Considering the overall policy, one can 
certainly expect significant changes, which, as a last resort, may completely change 
the nature of development aid.
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