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Introduction and summary
U.S. security assistance is broken and in need of an overhaul. Over the past two decades,
the bureaucratic system developed to deliver billions of dollars of military aid to partner
nations has evolved and expanded not by design but as the result of a series of ad hoc legislative and policy changes. Though the U.S. Department of State was initially in charge
of security assistance policy and accounts, since 9/11, the U.S. Department of Defense
(DOD) has established a separate, well-funded security assistance bureaucracy at the
Pentagon. This has inhibited effective congressional oversight, harmed coordination
between diplomacy and defense, and contributed to the growing militarization of U.S.
foreign policy. It has created a dysfunctional and bifurcated security assistance system.
Under the current security assistance system, the returns on America’s security investments are limited, inconsistent, and not strategic. The consequences of today’s broken
system include increased reliance on the military to solve foreign policy challenges; a
perpetuated status quo whereby nondemocratic partners receive U.S. assistance and
where human rights abuses are ignored; and an ineffective and unwieldy bureaucracy.
This matters because the United States depends on capable allies and partners as a
core component of its national security strategy, but the current system is not suited
to the task. A new administration can change this by embracing wholesale reform of
the security assistance system. To do so, however, a Biden-Harris administration must
move quickly to work with Congress and include such reforms in any effort to rebuild
and revive U.S. diplomacy. This will require talking not only about security assistance
authorities, but fundamentally about money and resources as well. Any reform efforts
intending to bolster the role of the State Department must start by examining how
funding is oriented and balanced between the departments. This necessitates close
cooperation with the Hill.
There must be a dramatic realignment of U.S. security assistance. This report provides an overview and a systemic critique of the current bureaucratic structure of
U.S. security assistance and outlines how transferring resources and responsibilities for security assistance back to the State Department will better advance U.S.
interests and address the current geopolitical challenges America confronts. It calls
for reviving the centrality of diplomacy by restoring the State Department’s role,
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as originally intended under U.S. law, as the overseer of all U.S. foreign assistance.
It also offers recommendations for expanding and training the security assistance
workforce, improving interagency coordination, elevating human rights concerns in
security assistance policy, and adapting best practices from the DOD.
Specifically, this report calls for transferring the following programs and funding from
the DOD to the State Department:
• The relatively newly created Section 333 train and equip authority, which replicates
the State Department’s Foreign Military Financing (FMF) authority
• The DOD’s security assistance authorities that focus on long-term security force
reform to the State Department, including the Afghanistan Security Forces Fund,
the Counter-Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) Train and Equip Fund, and the
Ukraine Security Assistance Initiative fund
This would result in a roughly $7 billion transfer, significantly augmenting the State
Department’s budget and capacity to guide security assistance policy.
Putting the State Department back in charge of security assistance will be a major
reform and will require significant operational changes within the department, as well
as a dramatic expansion of its administrative capacity. This will take time to implement
and require significant reform within the agency.
The DOD has done an admirable job in setting up a new institutional structure, in
implementing assistance, and in coordinating with the State Department. However,
officials across the U.S. foreign policy world acknowledge that the system is not
working. Tommy Ross, a former DOD official in charge of overseeing the Pentagon’s
security assistance, recently argued that U.S. security assistance is “not fit for purpose”
and is “out of sync with U.S. priorities when it comes to where resources are needed
most and the types of capabilities required by America’s allied and partners.”1 Indeed,
throughout much of the last decade, it has been DOD officials who publicly argued for
increased funding for the State Department.2 Ultimately, the current bifurcated security assistance system is suboptimal and results in the bureaucratic diminishment of
the State Department relative to the military considerations of the DOD. Transferring
resources and responsibility to the State Department would centralize responsibility
for foreign aid under diplomatic control, while improving interagency cooperation, as
DOD would remain the primary implementer of U.S. assistance.
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Some of these ideas will likely be met with innate skepticism from a generation of
security professionals whose experience in Washington has been characterized by an
ever-withering State Department and an ever-strengthening Pentagon. This report
anticipates and rebuts likely arguments against reform, including the capacity of the
State Department to take on this responsibility, the benefits of the Pentagon’s current
management, or the unnecessary disruption that would result from significant bureaucratic change laid out in this proposal.
Failing to reform security assistance not only leaves the United States with a wasteful
and inefficient status quo, it also perpetuates the marginalization of diplomacy and
locks in the military’s newly found dominance in driving U.S. foreign policy. The current security assistance system evolved to address the threats posed by the post-9/11
era and is now outdated and ill-suited for a new geopolitical environment characterized
by competition. If the next administration is to revive U.S. diplomacy and rebuild the
State Department, it must empower the agency to oversee and direct foreign assistance.
The Biden-Harris administration should seize the opportunity to work with a new
Congress to reform the system from its first days in office and restore an effective tool in
the U.S. foreign policy arsenal.
A new security assistance system, centralized and coordinated within the State
Department, would allow the United States to wield its security assistance more
effectively and responsibly in today’s competitive geopolitical environment. Arms
transfers, training, and support could also better support U.S. foreign policy goals, in
particular bolstering democratic partners and emerging democracies, making them
stronger U.S. partners to counter threats from authoritarian actors. Empowering
the State Department to oversee and manage security assistance would also ensure
that aid is used to advance a values-based foreign policy that respects and supports
human rights.3 It would also give U.S. diplomats greater clout and leverage and
potentially create greater coherence to the provision of foreign assistance overall.
The result would be to strengthen a key tool in the U.S. foreign policy toolbox and
increase the clout and authority of America’s diplomats, which is badly needed in
this new era of geopolitical competition.
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The strategic case for
security assistance reform
Security assistance is foreign aid. Providing weapons, training, and support to a
foreign country is, by law, a foreign policy responsibility and therefore has historically
been directed by the secretary of state. This is for a simple reason: Providing arms
to a partner nation is a foreign policy act, a responsibility codified into law through
the 1961 Foreign Assistance Act.4 Nevertheless, the provision of arms to a partner is
also a military act, and, following 9/11, with the onset of the so-called war on terror
and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, an operational argument was made for the
DOD to gain expanded authorities to provide military assistance to partners. But the
DOD authorities soon expanded and grew such that the operational intent of DOD
assistance faded, and the purpose of its assistance became indistinguishable from
the purpose of State Department assistance. During this period, as the DOD gained
authorities and resources, the State Department’s assistance programs remained
stifled by lack of funding, excessive congressional earmarks, and legacy commitments.
As a result, as the United States sought to provide more security assistance to partners,
it did so through the DOD. This has created a bifurcated bureaucratic structure for
administering security assistance that marginalizes the State Department. The current
system is both inefficient and ill-suited for the present foreign policy environment. The
new era of great power competition and today’s threats of climate change, pandemics,
and other nontraditional challenges demand a new and more integrated, agile, and
wholistic approach to U.S. assistance efforts.

Defining U.S. security assistance
For the purposes of this report, U.S. security assistance is defined as all arms, equipment,
supplies, training, and support provided under the Title 22 and Title 10 authorities from the
State Department and the DOD. The authors’ definition of security assistance encompasses
the DOD’s new security cooperation programs that focus on arms, equipment, supplies,
and training to build partner capacity.
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FIGURE 1

The U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) has consistently received
more funding for security assistance than the Department of State
Share of Department of State and DOD security assistance and cooperation funding,
fiscal years 2006 to 2017
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Source: Susan B. Epstein and Liana W. Rosen, "U.S. Security Assistance and Security Cooperation Programs: Overview of Funding Trends"
(Washington: Congressional Research Service, 2018), available at https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R45091.pdf.

The foreign policy environment has shifted greatly over the last decade. Today’s
security assistance system emerged in the 9/11 era and was built for counterterrorism
and counterinsurgency, with a focus on confronting threats from nonstate actors.5 This
was encapsulated in the “building partnership capacity” strategy, outlined by thenSecretary of Defense Robert Gates in 2010, which called for increasing the capabilities
of developing states to better police and patrol their neighborhoods and to close off
space for insurgent groups.6 U.S. aid was often provided to nondemocratic states or
partners that violated human rights but were considered critical partners in the “war
on terror.” Decisions were viewed as primarily operational, and aid was provided as
needed to help partners tackle imminent terrorist or insurgent threats. Almost all U.S.
security aid provided year over year is driven by a strategic rationale that is centered on
building better counterterrorism partners.
Today, U.S. aid to build up a partner’s military should be viewed through the lens of
competition between states, in addition to the ongoing counterterrorism concerns and
state fragility challenges, with much higher stakes for U.S. foreign policy and national
interests. This renewed geopolitical competition is at its core an ideological competition between states. China’s rise and Russia’s resurgence require the United States to
realign its foreign policy toward strengthening relations and bolstering democratic
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states. Security assistance is a tool to do so: It strengthens America’s closest partners
and fosters closer relationships with other states. When a country accepts U.S. military equipment or enters into a long-term procurement or acquisition of U.S. defense
equipment, they are tying their country to the United States. The U.S. decision, for
instance, to provide military aid to the United Kingdom through the lend-lease program in the 1940s was not a simple military consideration but a foreign policy consideration with enormous consequences.7 Today, U.S. decisions to provide weapons
or support tie American officials to how that support is used—whether they like it or
not—as the case of U.S. support to the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen demonstrates.
Moreover, countries that receive U.S. military systems are not just buying equipment off
the shelf; they are entering into a longer-term relationship with that country for training,
maintenance, and sustainment. This is similar to when a consumer buys a smart phone,
as they are not simply buying a piece of hardware; they are reliant on the company to
access its broader ecosystem of apps and software and trusting the company to safeguard
important data. Over time, a consumer becomes locked in and dependent on a particular
provider. Similarly, when a state commits to expanding military-to-military ties—often
the most sensitive area for a country—they are making a diplomatic bet on that country.
As they base their military on U.S. equipment and U.S. training and engagement, they
similarly become locked in to the United States. This sets the ground for more productive American partnerships to tackle a range of geopolitical challenges. For example, U.S.
security assistance has been key to building ties with Vietnam after the war between the
two countries. American assistance provided to clear unexploded ordnance has helped
repair diplomatic relations between Hanoi and Washington, while the recent provision
of a retired Coast Guard ship to the Vietnam military can help strengthen military ties
and potentially open the door to more U.S. assistance and security cooperation, which
will further strengthen bilateral relations.8
There are several reasons that today’s security assistance system must change:
• Current security policy decision-making perpetuates the status quo. The current
system perpetuates an ineffective status quo, whereby the United States often
fails to effectively exert significant diplomatic leverage that it has through security
assistance because the bureaucratic structure to administer it—both within the
State Department and between the State Department and the DOD—is not
designed to advance diplomatic efforts but merely to administer appropriated
funds.9 This makes it challenging to change security assistance programs given
shifting foreign policy dynamics or changes in a partner’s behavior that may make
them a less suitable recipient of U.S. security aid, such as democratic backsliding or
a pattern of human rights abuses.
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• U.S. engagement with partners could be dominated by military issues if foreign
officials turn to DOD counterparts instead of diplomats for assistance resources.

Because the DOD controls its own security assistance accounts, other foreign policy
concerns may get trumped if partners go around the State Department to get aid
from the Pentagon. Sen. Ben Cardin (D-MD) worried at a 2017 Senate Foreign
Relations Committee hearing that the shift to increasing DOD authorities could
“send a fundamental message that the United States considers security relationships
over all other U.S. foreign policy objectives or concerns, including human rights or
good governance.”10 Under the current framework, the State Department’s ability to
put the brakes on security assistance or military cooperation under DOD authorities
is highly limited because the State Department does not control implementation and
can often only approve or disapprove of DOD proposals. While State Department
officials and ambassadors can and sometimes do halt or temper problematic efforts,
doing so requires exerting significant political capital that is in short supply.11
Centralizing control at the State Department would help to fix this bureaucratic
imbalance between diplomacy and the Pentagon.
• Defense priorities often undervalue democratic and human rights concerns. Compared
with the State Department, the DOD is less equipped to effectively weigh human
rights concerns in its decision-making. This makes it harder to leverage U.S. military
cooperation for economic or political concessions or changes that might bolster
democratic goals. For example, U.S. military objectives to counter terrorist groups in
Somalia called for continuously supplying Uganda with U.S. assistance despite growing
human rights and democracy concerns.12 Putting the State Department in charge
would make it easier to realign U.S. security assistance toward democratic states and
effectively consider human rights issues in every security assistance decision.
• Security assistance in a tense era of great power competition is extremely sensitive
and can increase tension and lead to miscalculation. The risk in today’s geopolitical
environment is that providing sensitive and potentially provocative assistance will
not receive the same scrutiny from policymakers and will become the norm for
the administering agency, the DOD. In the last era of great power competition, the
Cold War, security assistance often stoked tension between the United States and
the Soviet Union and led to spiraling commitments. For instance, Soviet provision
of nuclear missiles to Cuba led to a nuclear standoff, while U.S. military support for
Vietnam led to deepening U.S. engagement.
As competition with China and Russia increases, security assistance could once
again prove a major source of tension and cause miscalculation. Providing aid in this
environment is not a mere technical military matter, but ultimately a political and
diplomatic concern that is highly sensitive. Yet today, it is the DOD that is driving
7
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assistance to countries such as Ukraine and regions such as Southeast Asia.13 When
Russia invaded Ukraine in 2014, the National Security Council became significantly
involved in policymaking and limited types of assistance that could be provided,
including lethal aid.14 Such unique scrutiny was warranted because there was a crisis
involving a U.S. partner and a nuclear-armed state. But the nature of White House
intervention was necessary in large part because the security assistance process—for
both decision-making and for providing assistance—was broken.
• A military-led response can overprioritize military engagement and could
unintentionally steer American engagements into high-risk confrontations. Without

careful calibration and understanding of broader political context, there is real
concern that the DOD could get ahead of U.S. policy or drive it in a more militarycentric direction. For example, China could interpret the DOD’s provision of some
security assistance through the agency’s Southeast Asia Maritime Security Initiative
as an act of aggression if it is not carefully and effectively calibrated against broader
political concerns in the region.15 Given the political sensitivities of great power
competition, responsibility and oversight for security assistance decisions should
rest with the agency most in tune with broader U.S. foreign policy concerns and
diplomatic developments: the State Department.
Reforming security assistance by centralizing it at the State Department would help to
elevate the diplomatic considerations of this policy area, while reducing the militaryfirst priorities of the current system that are ill-suited to today’s geopolitical challenges.

How to fix the system
To change this, there is a straightforward solution: give the State Department the
money. A new administration and new Congress should redirect almost all of the
DOD’s security assistance resources to the State Department and build up the State
Department’s capacity to administer assistance. Clearly, such a transfer must be accompanied by swift and far-reaching internal reforms at the State Department to enable this
expanded role, but such reforms are long overdue and should not deter this bold step.
This proposal would help to fix many of the challenges of a duplicative, bifurcated
security assistance system that spans multiple U.S. agencies and involves thousands
of personnel. It would enable more coherent overall policy on American security
assistance, allowing aid decisions to be guided by general foreign policy concerns and
current priorities. It would better allow for ensuring that U.S. assistance comports with
American values, including working closely with democratic states and prioritizing
respect for human rights.
8
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This report focuses on the relatively new development of parallel security assistance
authorities at the DOD that mirror the State Department’s traditional authority for
long-term capacity building of partner forces to achieve U.S. foreign policy goals. The
State Department’s FMF account is the primary vehicle for this; it receives about
$6 billion annually, about 80 percent of which goes to Israel, Egypt, and Jordan. The
remaining $1 billion of FMF is also heavily earmarked, limiting the State Department’s
discretion.16 The DOD’s security cooperation programs, which are challenging to track
due to frequent changes in accounts and programs, received about $2 billion total
last year.17 The DOD accounts that most closely mirror the State Department’s FMF
program, including the Section 333 capacity-building authority, the Maritime Security
Initiative, and several other programs, received $1.3 billion in fiscal year 2020.18
Funding associated with long-term capacity building of partner militaries—such as
the DOD’s funding to build partner capacity through Section 333—should be the
domain of the State Department. DOD assistance accounts that currently fund U.S.
involvement in endless wars or prolonged security assistance engagements meant to
build the capacity over partners over the long term, such as the Afghanistan Security
Forces Fund ($4.2 billion), the Counter-ISIS Train and Equip Fund ($1.2 billion), and
funding for Ukraine ($250 million), should be reviewed with an eye to move the programs and funding to the State Department.19 Combined with Section 333 funds ($1.2
billion), this would result in a transfer of about $7 billion annually, more than doubling
the State Department’s total security assistance resources. While it makes sense for the
DOD to control authorities to provide operational assistance when engaged in combat, U.S. policy in Afghanistan has moved toward long-term projects of building up the
security forces, which would point toward a larger role for the State Department.20 The
other programs are also more aligned with broader foreign policy goals of long-term
capacity building of partners.
While there are times when it is appropriate for the DOD to have the authority to
directly provide assistance to a partner, these programs should be exclusive to when
the United States is at war and fighting side by side with allied or partner forces. In
these cases, such as in active combat in Iraq or Afghanistan, it may make sense for
the Pentagon to have its own authorities to assist foreign partners. But outside these
wartime situations, and especially in light of today’s efforts to end the forever wars,
the State Department is fully able to oversee and manage the bulk of U.S. security
assistance programs.
While this report calls for realigning U.S. assistance toward democratic allies and
partners, it avoids diving into the specific policy debates over what countries should or
should not receive security assistance. Those are obviously critical foreign policy debates,
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but the authors focus on improving the ability of U.S. officials to make coherent policy
decisions by first creating an effective management and organizational structure of security assistance. This will also require major reform to the State Department’s own security
assistance programs, which routinely and without deliberation provide billions in aid
to nondemocracies. Security assistance should not be a diplomatic handout or entitlement; it should serve U.S. foreign policy and be flexible enough in its administration to
align with U.S. foreign policy objectives and values. That not only requires consolidating
security assistance programs in one place, but also demands significant reforms to the
decision-making structure and security assistance system at the State Department.
The Biden-Harris administration should therefore make rebalancing and reforming
security assistance—and restoring the lead to the State Department—an immediate
priority, working with Congress and pushing for shifting resources from the DOD to
the State Department in its first budget.

Anticipating and rebutting arguments against reform
Of course, reforming the security assistance system will not be easy and will encounter
challenges. But these would be outweighed by the benefits of a more coherent and effective security assistance policy guided by the State Department. Anticipated challenges
and benefits might include:
• The State Department must be scaled up in order to gain the capacity to absorb the
DOD’s programs. Moving the DOD’s vast assistance budget to the State Department
would be one of the most significant realignments of the U.S. national security
agencies since the formation of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security in 2002.
Such a bureaucratic change will require real reform and a significant expansion in
the State Department’s capacity to manage and administer the substantial increase
in resources, as well as demand significant internal reform and reorganization. To be
clear, State Department bureaucracy has often been its own biggest enemy; it is beset
by turf battles, inefficiency, lack of clear and timely decision-making, and tangled
lines of authority. As it currently stands, the State Department is far from capable of
taking on the role this report suggests. However, these barriers should become the
impetus for reform, not excuses to favor the status quo. Indeed, these efforts should
be undertaken with other necessary reforms at the State Department to rebuild and
improve U.S. diplomatic capacity.

10

Center for American Progress | A Plan To Reform U.S. Security Assistance

• Centralizing authorities and resources to the State Department would simplify the
interagency process. As noted above, moving security assistance authorities to the
State Department would represent a huge realignment in the interagency process.
But this reform effort would align with long-term broad, bipartisan consensus that
there is a diplomacy-defense imbalance in U.S. foreign policy agencies.21 Realigning
assistance resources must be fundamental to any effort to reempower the State
Department and would eventually improve interagency functionality by resulting in
better-managed policymaking. The costs of moving authorities would be well worth
the improvements in overall U.S. policy by making it more coherent, less wasteful,
and more effective.
• Reforming the State Department’s security assistance management could improve
policy consideration and implementation. Many of the functions involving DOD
security cooperation activities, such as funding related to exercises and certain
training activities, should remain in the Pentagon. Unifying decision-making on
policy—not the details of implementation—in the State Department system would
also ensure hand-in-glove cooperation and coordination with the DOD because it
is the DOD that, by and large, implements State Department programs. The DOD
would therefore continue managing U.S. government security assistance programs
even if its programs were folded into the State Department’s authorities, as currently
is the case with the State Department’s FMF program.
• The U.S. defense industry would not be damaged by reforms. Despite the recent
insistence of the Trump administration, the objective of U.S. security assistance
should not be to support the U.S. defense industrial base or as a jobs program;
there are much more effective ways of supporting American jobs, such as through
domestic infrastructure investments, than paying U.S. defense firms to build needless
tanks. Unfortunately, this was the outlook for many in the Trump administration.
Peter Navarro, the former president’s trade adviser, trumpeted that American jobs
were sustained by continuing to build tanks for Egypt.22 This jobs claim has been
challenged by academic researchers, who found that investments in arms sales do
not create as many new jobs as other potential investments and offer underwhelming
economic benefits for Americans.23 Security assistance should instead be viewed
primarily as a diplomatic tool and thus controlled by diplomats.
Hypothetical costs of reforming the system and disrupting current implementation of
U.S. security assistance are likely to be significantly outweighed by improvements in
the policymaking process and well worth the political capital a new administration and
Congress would need to expend.
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Landscape of the security
assistance system today
Security assistance has been a critical foreign policy tool for decades.24 Today, the
United States provides assistance to a range of allies and partners to achieve its security
goals. The primary objective of U.S. security assistance is to advance U.S. national
and global security by empowering allies and partners to effectively confront shared
security challenges.

The State Department system
The State Department provides security assistance primarily through the FMF program, an account with about $6 billion annually for military equipment and training
to partners.25 The State Department’s other authorities receive about half that amount,
averaging around $3 billion annually for professional military education, peacekeeping, counternarcotics, and other programs.26

FIGURE 2

The majority of the U.S. Department of State's security assistance
goes to Israel and Egypt
Top 10 recipients of the State Department's security assistance, fiscal years 2009 through 2019
Pakistan: $5.7M
Jordan: $4.2M
Egypt: $14.2B

Iraq: $4.1M
Afghanistan: $3.9M
Colombia: $2.4M
Somalia: $2.3M

Israel: $33.2B

Mexico: $2.2M
Lebanon: $1.3M

Source: Authors' calculations based on Security Assistance Monitor, "Data," available
at http://securityassistance.org/data/landing-page (last accessed January 2021).
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The State Department’s security assistance funds,
State Department security
primarily FMF, provide little flexibility for diplomats.
assistance programs
More than 80 percent of FMF flows to Israel, Egypt, and
• Foreign Military Financing (FMF)
Jordan, the top three recipients of U.S. security aid.27
• International Narcotics and Law Enforcement (INCLE)
After these partners, the State Department is gener• Nonproliferation, Anti-terrorism, Demining, and
ally left with about $1 billion to distribute among the
Related Programs (NADR)
• Peacekeeping Operations (PKO)
remaining countries around the world, though most
• International Military Education and Training (IMET)
of this founding is already earmarked by Congress for
28
specific countries. While State Department officials
could in theory request more funds or flexibility, the
department’s legislative affairs office has often failed to even ask Congress for more
resources or flexibility. To that point, funding for the State Department has declined in
real terms—compared with significant growth in the Pentagon budget—since 9/11.29
There are several challenges with today’s State Department security assistance:
• It’s not flexible. The majority of FMF’s funds are earmarked in appropriations for
specific partners, such as Egypt and Israel. The top-down direction of FMF funding
leaves very little available funding for State Department programmers to grant to
countries in the event of crises or new political dynamics. This makes it difficult
for the State Department to reallocate significant enough funds to provide useful
security assistance in times of crisis, especially when compared with some of the
DOD’s resources and more flexible authorities. Senior State Department officials
have warned, “The more money and more authority you move out of traditional
accounts we have used for decades to work with our partners, the more you lose
the ability to balance.”30 For example, after Russia invaded Ukraine in 2014, the
State Department wanted to provide urgent security assistance but was only able to
reallocate a few million dollars from its FMF account.31
This lack of flexibility stands in stark contrast to allocations of DOD resources, some
of which are granted to combatant commands and security cooperation officers in
country to decide when and to whom funding is granted based on more immediate
security considerations.32 As a result of this lack of flexibility, the State Department
is largely seen as slow and bureaucratic and unable to respond to security crises
within the U.S. government. But the State Department is no slower or faster than the
DOD. Often, the State Department is seen as being slow in acting when it is actually
holding on a decision due to policy reasons or due to congressional concerns. This
was the case, for instance, in providing security assistance to partly fund Pakistan’s
acquisition of additional F-16s.33
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• Bureaucratic incentives favor the status quo. The State Department’s regionalfunctional bureaucratic divide—a perennial problem within the agency—inhibits
its effectiveness in managing security assistance. In practice, the State Department’s
Bureau of Political-Military Affairs shares decision-making authority on security
assistance with regional bureaus that are loath to cut funding for the countries under
their purview. Many regional bureaus also needlessly maintain their own separate
security assistance offices, reducing their reliance on the Political-Military Affairs
Bureau and complicating internal policymaking. Critiques of the State Department’s
internal disfunction are valid, and lessons learned within the U.S. government and
the DOD about how best to implement security assistance should be incorporated
into State Department reforms.
• The State Department’s leadership has in the past refused to ask Congress for more
money for security assistance. This has created an odd juxtaposition where Pentagon
officials and military officers plead with Congress for more money for the State
Department, while State Department officials do not.34 The department’s silence,
however, was largely due to fears that a conservative Congress would not increase
the State Department’s overall budget but instead take funds from other accounts
such as development, undercutting the agency’s other missions.
To address these challenges, there should be a review of the security assistance
structure at the State Department to centralize decision-making in order to inform
better, more coherent policy that aligns with the secretary of state’s objectives for U.S.
foreign policy. The reforms should also build more agility and flexibility into the State
Department’s FMF program, in part by reducing the influence of some regional offices
that can distort broader foreign policy goals.

The DOD system
While the DOD has long played a role in implementing security assistance—usually as
directed by the State Department—the provision of expansive authorities to the DOD,
enabling it to manage its own assistance programs, is relatively new. Beginning in the
1980s, the DOD was granted funds to conduct its own security assistance programs—
separate from the State Department—under Title 10, with programs for counternarcotics, nonproliferation, and counterterrorism activities.35 After the 9/11 attack, the
Bush administration sought to expand the DOD’s role to focus on counterterrorism
and expanding partner special operations capabilities. In the following years, Congress
more than doubled the number of DOD security assistance programs, granting new
authorities and resources to the executive branch to bolster counterterrorism efforts
and combat emerging threats.36
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There are several challenges of this duplicative security assistance system at the DOD:
• The DOD’s authorities duplicate authorities originally granted to the State Department.
Congress originally granted long-term efforts to develop another country’s security
forces to the State Department and put these efforts under the purview of diplomats.
But in the post-9/11 security environment, rather than fix the State Department’s
lack of resources to handle counterterrorism issues, appropriators gave the funds to
the DOD, contributing to more bifurcation of security assistance policy. This was
exemplified by the 2006 creation of Section 1206: a $350 million annual authority
for the secretary of defense to support counterterrorism efforts and assist coalition
partners. Though it required cooperation with the State Department, it was explicitly
designed to empower the DOD, in part because some DOD officials thought the
State Department was too slow and lacking expertise to carry out counterterrorism
activities.37 In 2014, a Congressional Research Service report found that “government
personnel state that Section 1206 has been used as a substitute for FMF, especially in
the early years, given what many analysts believe is a shortage of FMF funds to meet
legitimate foreign defense equipment needs.”38
• Congressional barriers exacerbated the DOD-State Department imbalance. The
2011 Budget Control Act and a Republican-controlled Congress skeptical of the
State Department made giving more resources to the department a nonstarter.39
Senior DOD officials urged Congress to grant the agency new authorities, such as
in a 2008 House Armed Services Committee hearing with the secretary of defense
and chairman of the joint chiefs of staff.40 Faced with these constraints, the Obama
administration opted to create more authorities at the DOD through the annual mustpass National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA). Meanwhile, the Senate Foreign
Relations and House Foreign Affairs committees, with jurisdiction only over the
State Department’s security assistance programs, did little to correct the imbalance.41
According to one study before the recent consolidation efforts, the DOD managed 48
out of 50 new programs created after the 9/11 attacks.42 Of the 107 existing security
assistance programs today, the DOD manages 87—a whopping 81 percent.43
• DOD officials can work around the State Department’s diplomats. In part due to
restrictions from the Budget Control Act and with new programs at the DOD,
Pentagon officials had more flexibility on security assistance programs than their State
Department counterparts. The DOD had budgetary space to reallocate significant
funds from the substantial Pentagon budget to respond to sudden emergencies
or new crises, something that is virtually impossible for the State Department,
making the DOD often the lead actor in a crisis.44 Regional combatant commands
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aggressively sought more resources from Congress to conduct their own security
assistance programs, giving them added flexibility to work with partners in the field
that their State Department counterparts lacked.45 A Government Accountability
Office report found that 56 DOD security assistance programs do not require any
involvement from the State Department.46
• Temporary programs become permanent. The majority of the new DOD security
assistance authorities were premised as temporary, operational programs, designed
to tackle immediate threats and challenges.47 But in practice, many programs have
endured. Once a multiyear, multimillion-dollar program is established, it has a
tendency to become entrenched, becoming a permanent assistance program with
its own invested bureaucracy to sustain and expand it.48 The Section 1206 authority
exemplifies this phenomenon: A 2017 DOD inspector general report found that
“DoD officials stated that the temporary nature of the authority made it infeasible to
commit the resources necessary to effectively manage Section 1206 as a ‘program’”—
despite the fact that it was annually authorized and funded for 10 years until fiscal
year 2015. Some $2.2 billion was appropriated for Section 1206 before it became law.
Section 333 funding now replicates many of the same functions today.
The DOD’s duplicative security assistance programs complicate overall foreign
policymaking. Reforming security assistance by centralizing resources at the
State Department—and coupling the move with necessary reforms at the State
Department—would go a long way toward improving this policy process.

DOD security assistance programs
Assessing total DOD funding for security assistance programs remains a challenge.49 Today, in addition to implementing
State Department security assistance, the DOD operates a range of its own security assistance programs. This contributes
to a system that is less coherent, less integrated, less transparent, and less subject to effective congressional oversight.
• DOD security assistance programs related to train and
equip include:50
• Afghanistan Security Forces Fund (ASFF)
• Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund (AIF)
• Section 333 Building Capacity of Foreign Security Forces
(formerly Section 1206)
• Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP)
• Combatant Commander Initiative Fund (CCIF)
• Counter-ISIS Train and Equip Fund
• Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund (CTPF)
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Coalition Support Fund (CSF)
Defense Institution Reform Initiative (DIRI)
European Reassurance Initiative (ERI)
Iraq Train and Equip Fund (ITEF)
Logistic Support for Allied Forces in Combined Operations
Ministry of Defense Advisors Program (MODA)
Southeast Asia Maritime Security Initiative (MSI)
Regional Centers for Security Studies (RCSS)
Ukraine Security Assistance Initiative (USAI)
Wales Initiative Fund (WIF)
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TABLE 1

U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) train and equip funds have risen
significantly while U.S. State Department funds have remained flat
Recent appropriations for DOD and State Department security assistance programs,
fiscal years 2015 to 2019
State Department account

FY 2015

FY 2016

FY 2017

FY 2018

FY 2019

Foreign Military Financing (FMF)

$5,867.30

$6,022.00

$6,313.10

$6,131.60

$6,191.60

International Military Education
and Training (IMET)

$106.10

$108.10

$159.40

$110.90

$110.80

$1,292.30

$1,621.50

$1,204.60

$1,369.80

$1,497.50

Nonproliferation, Anti-Terrorism,
Demining, and Related Programs
(NARD)

$682.50

$885.50

$1,098.50

$876.10

$864.60

Peacekeeping Operations (PKO)

$473.70

$600.60

$659.00

$537.90

$488.70

Section 333: Building Partner
Capacity

n/a

n/a

$657.40

$869.50

$1,186.90

Section 1206: Train and Equip

$539.30

$1,299.20

n/a

n/a

n/a

$4,109.30

$3,652.30

$4,262.70

$4,666.80

$4,920.00

Counter-Islamic State in Iraq
and Syria Train and Equip Fund

n/a

n/a

$1,606.40

$1,769.00

$1,352.00

Ukraine Security Assistance
Initiative

n/a

$226.50

$150.00

$150.00

$200.00

International Narcotics Control
and Law Enforcement (INCLE)

Department of Defense account

Afghanistan Security Forces Fund

Note: Tracking individual figures using DOD sources remains a challenge, and only FY 2019 and FY 2020 appropriated and spent figures were found
online. Funds are in millions of dollars.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Security Assistance Monitor to track year over year comparison between State Department and DOD
accounts. See Security Assistance Monitor, “Data,” available at http://securityassistance.org/data/landing-page (last accessed January 2021).

Past attempts to reform the system
Recent efforts to reform the security assistance architecture tend to get bogged down
by the complexity of the current system. This has led to an inevitable focus on incremental tweaks that address tactical-level concerns. These weedy discussions, while
useful, often take the current structure of the U.S. security assistance system as a
given—and therefore, do not address the broader strategic and budgetary issues and
imbalance between diplomacy and defense. Furthermore, policymakers and politicians often get lost in the technical nature of these discussions, lack broader historical
context, and are easily persuaded by officials with a stake in largely preserving the
status quo and in protecting their offices, who tout the complexity of the challenge; as
a result, they quickly lose interest in reform. A new administration should be wary of
these past mistakes when embarking on suggested reforms in this report.
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Obama administration efforts attempted
to improve interagency cooperation
During the first years of the Obama administration, White House officials led an
interagency review of U.S. security assistance policy. The result, Presidential Policy
Directive 23, established goals and policy guidelines for U.S. security assistance in
2013 and sought to increase interagency, meaning State Department-DOD, collaboration.51 But there were challenges in implementing these reforms. For example, the
Global Security Contingency Fund (GSCF) was created under the Obama administration as an experimental program designed as a joint effort, housed at the State
Department with staff from both agencies and new funds to pool resources.52 But
the GSCF turned out to be bureaucratically unwieldy and ultimately unsuccessful:
Because it was housed at the State Department and the DOD, eight congressional
committees exerted oversight, and projects were easily stymied by skeptical staffers.53
It also lacked institutional buy-in from the DOD, which was slow to provide staff and
resources and focused on working around the State Department instead.
Congressional efforts have primarily focused on the DOD’s resources
Rather than concentrate on the overall security assistance landscape, congressional reform efforts focused entirely on consolidating DOD authorities and bridging
silos within the existing system. For example, the fiscal year 2017 NDAA sought to
institutionalize DOD assistance by merging many of the Pentagon’s authorities into
a “new, broader global train and equip authority,” creating a new Section 333 under
the DOD’s Title 10 authority.54 But Section 333 is essentially redundant to many of
the State Department’s authorities, including FMF; International Narcotics and Law
Enforcement; and Nonproliferation, Anti-terrorism, Demining, and Related Programs.
And while the authorization calls for the “concurrence” of the secretary of state, in
practice, it leaves the State Department with very little leverage and little ability to
shape DOD programs. Some analysts found, “There are varying degrees of Section 333
implementation and buy-in from combatant command leadership,” with some viewing
the State Department-DOD integration as a check-the-box exercise.55
While there have been some notable attempts, such as 2019’s Department of State
Authorization Act in the House of Representatives,56 Congress has failed to enact
any major legislation to modernize State Department authorities or resources.
Moreover, these reforms to the DOD’s security assistance authorities did nothing to
improve the State Department’s authorities; though Section 333 included reporting
requirements that are considered a “gold standard” for assessing a partner’s capacity
to absorb U.S. assistance, such assessments are not required for assistance from the
State Department.57

18

Center for American Progress | A Plan To Reform U.S. Security Assistance

Trump administration changes have exacerbated the problem
Meanwhile, Trump administration efforts have only further exacerbated the growing
imbalance between the DOD and the State Department. President Donald Trump
proposed significant foreign aid cuts in each budget, which would significantly strain
already limited State Department resources. For example, the president’s 2020 budget
proposed a 5 percent increase for DOD security assistance while advocating an 18
percent cut to State Department programs.58 The president’s first budget in 2017 went
even further and proposed cuts of 51 percent for peacekeeping and 32 percent for
narcotics and law enforcement accounts, while proposing a $54 billion bump in total
DOD funds.59 Trump also proposed shifting FMF program from grants to loans, suggesting partners could purchase American equipment with U.S. assistance “on a repayable basis.”60 Another proposal from the Trump administration would have reduced
the State Department’s flexibility even further, directing 95 percent of FMF to just four
recipients and leaving 5 percent for the rest of the world.61 These changes—which have
not ultimately taken effect or been pursued by the Congress—would have left the State
Department with even fewer resources to effectively and flexibly respond to American
partners and changing security needs.
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Consequences of
the current system
As this report argues, there is a clear case to reform security assistance. Doing so would
create a more effective policy process and enable better results in using this foreign
policy tool. But there are also important consequences that would continue if policymakers fail to reform the current unworkable, ineffective security assistance system,
including the fact that it:
•
•
•
•
•

Contributes to the militarization of U.S. foreign policy
Perpetuates a status quo system that ignores changes in partner government behavior
Harms democratic progress and enables human rights violators
Inhibits effective congressional oversight
Contributes to an inefficient and wasteful bureaucracy

Understanding these consequences will be key to incentivizing the executive and
legislative branch officials who will need to make these tough reforms. Addressing
these consequences should also guide the types of reforms needed to improve overall
security assistance policy.

Contributes to the militarization of foreign policy
The current security assistance system contributes to the militarization of U.S.
foreign policy. Militarizing foreign policy entails the increasing use of the military
to solve foreign policy challenges and results in a bloated DOD budget with more
resources and authority. Researchers describe it as a phenomenon whereby “the
military more and more becomes the primary actor and face of U.S. policy abroad,”
leading to a cycle in which the DOD requires and receives significantly more
resources than any other foreign policy agency and is thus increasingly relied on
to solve U.S. foreign policy problems.62 There are several elements of a militarized
foreign policy in today’s security assistance system, but primarily, the DOD’s control
of significantly more security assistance resources puts the Pentagon—rather than
diplomats—in the driver’s seat in policymaking.
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The Pentagon’s significant resources also distort the face of U.S. security assistance on
the ground. Gordon Adams, a former White House budget official, warned, “Who
owns the ball matters here because it colors the way the U.S. engages overseas. If
American engagement wears a uniform … that’s one form of interaction. If it involves
the ambassador and the [U.S. Agency for International Development] and people
doing governance work, it’s a different set of missions and there’s a hugely different
perception.”63 Recipient countries can utilize this to their advantage; foreign officials
may more eagerly seek to follow through or make progress on DOD requests or priorities, such as going through with a significant military exercise or a ship visit, while
ignoring or slow-rolling State Department requests or priorities, such as releasing a
dissident or altering an economic regulation. And if the interlocutor that matters in
relations with the United States is the military, the subject that matters is defense. The
Pentagon’s priorities can therefore end up carrying more importance with partners
than the State Department’s broader foreign policy concerns, making combatant commands more powerful than any diplomat. When the State Department is deprived
of resources, or cut out of the decision-making process entirely, diplomats cannot
effectively weigh in on whether a proposed sale or package makes sense given a range
of other nonmilitary concerns that may exist in a bilateral relationship. In short, money
is power, and the DOD has the money.
The net effect is that U.S. foreign policy is less coherent, with Pentagon policy more
likely to be out of sync with broader foreign policy concerns. For example, the DOD’s
U.S. Africa Command posture review is being conducted with little to no coordination with the State Department, and the rumored outcome is to call for reduced U.S.
presence and security investments in order to free up DOD resources to focus on
competition with Russia and China.64 Yet the United States still has serious security
and geopolitical interests in the continent that are likely not reflected in traditional
military-only decision-making. Rachel Stohl, managing director at the Stimson Center,
warned that developing military-to-military security assistance programs is “an important relationship, one that should be cultivated, but it is not separate from the diplomatic and foreign policy relationships that have to be developed and take time. If you
lose the foreign policy piece and just focus on the security piece, you’re doing a disservice to the larger strategic objectives.”65 The siloed security assistance system leads
to disjointed U.S. foreign policy, divorces security concerns from broader economic or
diplomatic concerns, and can end up promoting militarized solutions.
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Perpetuates the status quo in security relationships
The current security assistance framework at the State Department and the DOD often
perpetuates the status quo by creating incentives to continue providing assistance to the
same partners. Between congressionally mandated allocations to large security partners
in the State Department’s FMF assistance and specific authorities created for certain
countries, there are often few built-in incentives to reexamine a partner’s record or
backsliding. And when reviews are done, there is strong resistance to shift funding due
to the potential fallout. Rarely is the top consideration the effectiveness of assistance.
In an interview with the authors in June 2020, Anthony Wier, a former deputy assistant
secretary in the State Department’s Bureau of Legislative Affairs, explained, “Right now,
the best predictor for what we propose to spend this year is what we proposed last year
– in other words, the whole system is basically just drifting from year to year.”66
This greatly affects the perception of other U.S. security assistance partners. Countries
know that the United States is unlikely to cut assistance, even despite bad behavior,
in order to avoid harming a bilateral relationship. Recipients take note of such reluctance to pull aid even when gross abuses occur and thus ignore U.S. chastising on bad
behavior. As long as the United States is unwilling to cut off assistance or move funds
elsewhere after a country commits actions that U.S. officials oppose, security assistance
will provide no foreign policy leverage.

Harms democratic progress and enables human rights violators
Current security assistance policy, divorced from other foreign aid considerations,
hampers pursuing this values-based policy and does not effectively elevate human
rights and democracy concerns in the decision-making process. This is dangerous
because the United States ends up supporting autocratic regimes with serious governance and stability challenges. Yemen, for example, received more than $300 million
in security assistance through the DOD’s train and equip authority between 2010 and
2015, yet researchers documented human rights abuses perpetrated by the government and possible diversion of U.S. aid.67 Worse still, the perception that U.S. aid was
fueling conflict led much of the Yemeni public to believe that the United States was
primarily responsible for the destruction of the Saudi-led coalition in the current war.68
Today, the conflict in Yemen is the world’s worst humanitarian crisis.
An overly militarized security assistance policy makes it harder to support emerging
democracies. Building up security forces without accompanying reforms to strengthen
civilian oversight can lead to coup-proofing or consolidation around a political leader,
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rather than the development of a competent force.69 Often, these impacts are not prioritized by security assistance practitioners; for example, the DOD’s relative spending
on building up partner security institutions, such as the Defense Institution Reform
Initiative, was $32.6 million in fiscal year 2019, compared with $1.9 billion of overall
spending.70 At the same time, the DOD’s investment in institutional capacity building
far exceeds the State Department’s investment in these efforts—an example where the
State Department will have to incorporate and improve on the DOD’s practices.
While U.S. laws technically prohibit providing security assistance to units found to violate human rights—the Leahy laws—the provisions are riddled with loopholes and are
too weak to effectively prioritize human rights in U.S. security assistance.71 Offices and
agencies responsible for elevating human rights in U.S. foreign policy, such as the State
Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, are too often cut out of
the decision-making process for security assistance programs—especially those run out
of the Pentagon. At the same time, the Pentagon maintains its own security assistance
accounts, such as Section 127e, that are not required to conduct human rights vetting
and operate with little transparency—furthering opportunities to militarize foreign
policy.72 And often, such as in the case of Egypt, security assistance is accompanied by
paltry amounts of democracy, human rights, and governance funding (DRG), or certifications on human rights are waived entirely, to make providing arms more palatable.73
These small DRG funds or certification stops do little to change the underlying political
challenges or are sometimes even hampered by the regime the United States is funding.

Inhibits congressional oversight
By creating two separate security assistance bureaucracies—one at the State Department
and one at the DOD—there is no uniform oversight of security assistance by Congress.
DOD security assistance residing in Title 10 is a relatively tiny piece—comprising about
2 percent of the overall DOD budget—of the oversight jurisdiction for the Senate and
House Armed Services committees and DOD appropriators. Meanwhile, the assistance
under State Department authorities comprises a far more significant proportion of the
State Department budget—about 15 percent—and therefore can be subject to more
expert attention.
Congressional staff are expected to review a continuous flow of piecemeal security
assistance notifications from the executive branch and track reports about the myriad
authorities. Many congressional staff report being unable to keep up with reviewing
even the biggest program, and reports—even those made public—are rarely reviewed
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in any depth.74 Moreover, these committees rarely talk to each other or coordinate over
specific security assistant programs. They also jealously guard their jurisdictions and
have a poor track record of communication, let alone cooperation.75
As a result, security assistance rarely gets a vetting before the public eye. The Senate
Foreign Relations Committee has held two hearings on security assistance in the last
10 years—and tends to focus on the foreign policy dimensions of the most problematic partnerships.76 Congressional notification requirements are not uniform and
only mandated for certain types of authorities, making it impossible to see a “full and
authoritative accounting” of U.S. security assistance funding around the world.77

Contributes to an inefficient bureaucracy
and coordination nightmare
Because of the patchwork of existing authorities to provide security assistance, there
are multiple systems for U.S. officials in Washington and on the ground in embassies to
manage. For the security assistance system to work effectively, U.S. officials at the State
Department, the Pentagon, and in the field need to closely coordinate—but this does
not always happen in the current structure. Military officers conducting and implementing security assistance have to juggle multiple security assistance programs with
different types of reporting requirements, human rights vetting standards, and administrative barriers, while also being beholden to two chains of command—the ambassador and the combatant command—with sometimes divergent perspectives.
Many programs are supposed to be dual key and require signoff from both the
secretary of defense and secretary of state. But because the DOD owns the authority, their control over the direction of the program exceeds the State Department’s
capacity and available political influence to shape programs. A Congressional
Research Service report found that in practice, “many more projects are submitted
by the Combatant Commands than by embassy staff.”78 The resource imbalance
between the DOD and the State Department also affects coordination; for example,
State Department officials usually only see planned Section 333 activities when the
DOD transmits a hefty tranche of proposals for a 14-day concurrence—hardly a
joint planning process.79 This leaves the State Department in a position where, if it
cannot persuade the DOD of the merits of any particular concerns, it must either
sign off on the package or risk an interagency battle over one minor piece of it.
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Doing the latter not only puts the State Department in a very tough bureaucratic
position vis-a-vis the DOD, but it can also be hard to convince a secretary of state
that the objection is worth the battle with their DOD counterpart. This suggests
that DOD programs, even if dual key, are likely to reflect military considerations and
priorities, regardless of intentions.
Moreover, due to personnel and resource shortages, former U.S. officials found that
the State Department is “not equipped to coordinate across the increasingly complex
and unwieldy” security assistance system.80 Senior policymakers, who often lack
adequate staff or extensive training on security assistance, are not well equipped to
effectively guide the bureaucracy on who should receive security assistance and how
it fits into broader foreign policy decision-making.81 The State Department’s lack of
resources also naturally hampers dual-key provisions that seek to fix coordination gaps
between the State Department and the DOD. This leads to a system where security
assistance policy varies country by country, depending on the personnel in place and
the agency that takes charge. The added bureaucracy can make efficient, cost-conscious decisions impossible, and it opens the process up to political influence.
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Policy recommendations:
Fixing the security assistance system
The dysfunction of today’s security assistance system is not a new problem but has
become exacerbated over time. That said, the proliferation of programs and funds
appropriated in recent years is not so entrenched that reform is impossible. Former
officials have called for this reform but failed to achieve it. As then-Senate Foreign
Relations Committee Chairman Bob Corker (R-TN) argued, “Both the State and
Defense departments play important roles in the delivery of security assistance, but
the process should reflect the reality that these are fundamentally foreign policy decisions about advancing U.S. interests.”82
To reform, a new administration must make this a priority from the outset and act
decisively within its first days in office to move to fix this broken system. This is critical because failing to act immediately allows the bureaucracy to capture the political
appointees meant to oversee reform. These new appointees or senior officials gain a
stake in the existing system and will not want to lose oversight over resources or be seen
as not standing up for their department, office, and staff. These forceful and influential
appointees then become fierce opponents of reform. As Rufus Miles observed, “where
you stand depends on where you sit”; to reform security assistance requires acting
quickly before the new appointees have taken a seat.83 In order to give these reforms the
best possible likelihood of succeeding, a new administration should announce these
efforts very early in office.

Move almost all security assistance funding
from the DOD to the State Department
The DOD’s security assistance authorities and funds related to train and equip
accounts should be transferred by Congress from the DOD to the State Department.
The State Department should have full decision-making authority over all U.S. funding
for security assistance programming—as indeed the Foreign Assistance Act requires.84
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While the DOD would remain the agency in charge of implementing programs, the
State Department needs to have the lead in deciding what, who, and when to fund
security assistance. The Biden-Harris administration should work with Congress
to pass legislation to transfer the requisite resources and authorities to the State
Department, including the DOD’s Section 333 program and train and equip accounts
such as the Afghanistan Security Forces Fund, the Counter-ISIS Train and Equip
Fund, the Iraq Train and Equip Fund, and the Ukraine Security Assistance Initiative.

Expand and train the security assistance workforce
at the State Department
To administer such a massive expansion in security assistance funding, the State
Department will need significantly more qualified people focused on this work. The
proposed funding shift should involve the State Department incorporating DOD civilian employees who currently work on security assistance. This workforce development
plan should be a focus of the security assistance structure across the U.S. government,
and it should look at where the State Department could detail officials from the DOD
as Foggy Bottom ramps up its capacity. The workforce reform should also include the
following changes:
• Conduct an overall review of the existing security assistance workforce and make
significant reforms to improve the State Department’s capacity to manage new
resources that are transferred to the department.
• Hire more employees charged with overseeing security assistance policy,
acknowledging that it will take time to build a robust security assistance workforce.
• Direct resources to professionalize the security assistance workforce at the State
Department. Similar reforms were mandated for DOD officials working on security
cooperation at the Pentagon in 2017.85 Proponents of the changes at the DOD noted
that it would “establish a pool of talented and experienced employees from which
future senior leaders in security cooperation will be selected, mentored and given
an opportunity to guide the enterprise.”86 This specialized workforce should extend
beyond the DOD so that State Department officials can benefit from established
knowledge of the security assistance landscape.
These reforms are critical because without an effective and well-resourced workforce
to administer these policy changes at the State Department, the DOD will likely be
able to continue to set policy and the terms under which it is implemented due to
bigger budgets and manpower at the Pentagon.
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Review and reform the State Department’s
security assistance structure
The State Department will need to reorganize the structure of bureaus involved in
security assistance to ensure that relevant offices and personnel are coordinating with
each other. Various security assistance programs at the State Department, such as
International Narcotics and Law Enforcement or Diplomatic Security’s Antiterrorism
Assistance, may need to be reorganized under a new structure, such as one centralized
security assistance office in the Political-Military Affairs Bureau, under one undersecretary. The State Department should restructure the decision-making process to
strengthen the role of the Political-Military Affairs Bureau, granting it more authority
over funding decisions and the power to move funds between countries and regions.
There should be a clear chain-of-command and decision-making hierarchy in order to
enable coherent, consistent decisions on security assistance policy. The reforms should
also work to establish effective systems for cross-department and interagency prioritization, planning, and dispute resolution.
In a new system, the offices charged with overseeing security assistance must have
greater authority to make decisions and move funds to regain foreign policy leverage. As the Political-Military Affairs Bureau increases its relative authority, though, it
should be required to offer a clear strategic vision for security assistance and should
be held to account to implement this vision. The bureau should also be required to
produce an annual report to Congress outlining goals and objectives for U.S. security assistance. For example, if the goal of U.S. foreign policy is to rebalance toward
democratic partners, the Political-Military Affairs Bureau should have to show that it
is taking steps to meet that goal, such as by moving funds and creating new initiatives
that support emerging democracies.

Reorganize the decision-making structure for security assistance
at the State Department
To improve the overall U.S. security assistance system, it will be critical for the State
Department to set up a policy process where funds are not treated as diplomatic entitlements owed to the regional bureaus. Too often, regional bureaus—focused intensely on
maintaining and improving diplomatic relations—win out in arguments over rights and
values under the justification of prioritizing smooth diplomatic relations and avoiding
uncertainty. Meanwhile, functional bureaus such as the Political-Military Affairs and the
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor bureaus often lack the clout internally to overcome regional bureau objections. The duplicative security cooperation offices currently
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housed in regional bureaus should be moved into the Political-Military Affairs Bureau
to augment the workforce. By having their own security offices, regional bureaus are less
reliant on the expertise in the Political-Military Affairs Bureau, as they have duplicated
it in-house. This leads to unending turf wars and poor coordination. At the same time,
bureaus such as Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor should be given a greater role to
inform security assistance policy, especially involving decisions related to nondemocracies and human rights violators.

Create a better policy planning process to guide
U.S. security assistance policy
The State Department, in coordination with the DOD, the National Security Council,
and other relevant agencies, should implement a policy planning process that includes
defining outcomes and goals for the provision of U.S. aid. This should include weighing security, political, and economic factors in a partnership, and assessing what kind
of support a country should receive. By centralizing security assistance at the State
Department, U.S. officials would be able consider the entire range of concerns in
bilateral relationships. Pushing forward security assistance without adequately considering the partner’s capacity to effectively absorb assistance—or assessing whether
the partner will use it properly and not commit abuses with U.S. weapons and training—can be wasteful at best or extremely dangerous at worst. For example, despite the
U.S. Africa Command spending millions of dollars on security training and support in
Mali before 2011, the government quickly collapsed in the face of an insurgent force
enabled by al-Qaida-affiliated groups—a clear failure of U.S. security assistance goals.87
Reforms to security assistance must focus on expediting the process only after a comprehensive deliberation on a range of issues has occurred.
Congress should also grant more flexibility to the State Department to guide allocations. If State Department leaders determine that appropriations for a given partner
would not best be utilized for security assistance, the State Department should have
the flexibility and authority to provide political or economic aid instead. This could
help address today’s challenge where U.S. security assistance is provided to fragile
states that lack effective institutions or accountable, transparent processes to effectively
utilize security aid. Benchmarks should be also established that would help determine
whether U.S. assistance is helping partners build more capacity and use U.S. equipment and training in the right ways.88
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Incorporate best practices from the DOD into
State Department assistance
The DOD’s expertise and best practices should not be lost in transferring programs
and resources to the State Department. When the new administration announces its
intent to transfer resources, it should also announce plans to conduct a review of best
practices in U.S. security assistance and plan to incorporate these into the reforms at
the State Department. For example, the flexibility granted to combatant commands in
Section 333 assistance may be a better model for State Department officials than the
top-down process of aid allocation in current FMF assistance. DOD programs have
also made significant strides in improving and incorporating assessment, monitoring,
and evaluation into its programs, as well as better processes for incorporating other
aspects of security assistance such as institution building, which the State Department
should seek to replicate. Furthermore, recent consolidation of security assistance
accounts at the DOD may provide guidance for consolidating some of the State
Department’s different assistance programs in the review process called for above.89

Build long-term planning into the security assistance system
Given the annual appropriations process, security assistance decisions are often
constrained by one-year funding availability. But to accomplish the goals of much
of today’s security assistance—to build up capable, effective, well-trained security
forces in fragile states to maintain regional security—requires years of effort and
planning to succeed.90 To address some of these challenges, the State Department
should work with Congress and counterparts at the DOD to develop better longterm planning in security assistance programs. Multiyear funding programs would
allow U.S. officials to build conditions into the assistance provided, where good
behavior and adherence to international law could unlock higher levels of U.S. cooperation and more advance equipment. This would also build in checks on a partner’s
compliance with human rights standards and theoretically make it easier for U.S.
officials to block future aid if violations continue. Multiyear programming would
also reduce pressure to send equipment and assistance out the door before annual
budgeting cycles close, saving U.S. dollars.
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Realign security assistance so that it supports more democratic
states and more closely aligns with U.S. democratic values
U.S. security assistance—funded by American taxpayers—should rarely, if ever, go to
authoritarian regimes. Instead, future security assistance should be realigned to support established democracies and growing democratic efforts. Reducing U.S. security
assistance to an authoritarian state will likely be a difficult process and at times require
short-term tangible trade-offs, such as military access or overflight rights, with a less
tangible long-term goal of rebuilding America’s moral authority and boosting incentives for states to remain, or become, democratic. Yet, as history has shown, these
trade-offs are often not worth the short boost in relations at the longer-term cost in
stability and good governance practices. This realignment process can only be accomplished and overseen by the State Department, as the DOD is not equipped to decide
trade-offs involving nonmilitary or security needs.
There may be exceptions or cases where, despite the objective of realigning, foreign
policy interests on strengthening military ties take precedence. One example may be
Vietnam, where the United States worked hard to build relations in the aftermath of
the Vietnam War and in response to China’s rise, and security aid was accompanied by
health and development assistance. But providing U.S. security assistance to nondemocracies when called for could and should demand additional strings and additional
nonsecurity aid.91 In the case of counterterrorism assistance to partners with bad rights
records, for example, security assistance needs to be accompanied by increased funding for democracy, rights, and governance to help strengthen civil society and improve
election monitoring capacity. If governments do not support or welcome U.S. assistance
toward governance and democracy initiatives, security assistance packages should be
vetted and reassessed, with an inclination toward realigning funding for nondemocratic
states. Centralizing security assistance in the State Department would make it easier for
diplomats to track these political factors and make the call to approve or cut off U.S. aid.

Elevate the role of human rights in security assistance
decision-making and policymaking
Currently, human rights considerations are rarely given significant weight in decisions
about who to support and when with U.S. security assistance. In moving resources to
the State Department, officials should conduct a full review of a partner’s capability,
capacity, and political will to protect civilians and abide by human rights requirements
before approving future U.S. assistance.92 These reviews, conducted at the outset of
U.S. security relationships, could ensure that a partner is unlikely to abuse U.S. aid.
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Additionally, to counter the sizeable influence of regional bureaus, the Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor should be required to review and concur on
security assistance projects that involve countries found to have a history or pattern of
human rights abuses in the conduct of its security forces or security policy. This determination should be informed by the State Department’s own annual human rights
reporting in addition to information from civil society groups.
Human rights vetting should also be reformed. Under the current system, partners
who purchase U.S. assistance and equipment circumvent Leahy law vetting, and aid
that flows directly to ministries of defense, rather than individual units, is not subject to
the same human rights restrictions.93 Closing these loopholes would not only bring all
U.S. assistance in accordance with existing U.S. law, but it would also make for smarter
policy. Researchers have found that when partners commit human rights abuses with
known U.S. support, civilians on the ground are more likely to blame American foreign
policy.94 Prioritizing partners that are willing to abide by international human rights
standards would protect American interests and civilians on the ground. The Bureau
of Political-Military Affairs, in collaboration with the Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights, and Labor, should jointly increase the human rights vetting of arms transfers.
Finally, the State Department should develop a framework of triggers and indicators on
human rights and civilian protection that would require a reevaluation or termination
of a security partnership. When partners commit abuses or refuse to abide by international law, the United States must be willing to cut off assistance. This would ensure that
the United States is not complicit in abusive behavior and could incentivize partners
to clean up security force conduct. This internal trigger should also automatically alert
Congress to ensure that proper remediation is done by the executive branch.

Create a position on the National Security Council
to oversee all U.S. security assistance
To keep the White House informed and ensure cohesive policy development, a new staff
position should be created within the National Security Council to oversee and coordinate all U.S. security assistance and arms transfers across the government. This position
will help to execute broader U.S. security assistance policy and elevate and synchronize
its role as an essential tool of U.S. foreign policy in the era of great power competition
and new global threats. The new role should work closely with the State Department
to clearly articulate a unified security assistance strategy that prioritizes working with
democratic states and using security assistance as a tool to support emerging democracies. It could be housed in either the nonproliferation or defense directorate.
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Educate State Department officials and ambassadors
on the U.S. security assistance system
In order to effectively wield security assistance as a tool of U.S. foreign policy,
American officials must be more knowledgeable about the resources at their disposal.
Ambassadors, in particular, represent the front lines of U.S. policy in a partner country
and must be aware of the relevant dynamics of security assistance programs. But too
often, officials are deployed without a clear understanding of the goals and intent of providing American security assistance. The State Department should develop and formalize a curriculum to educate officials on the basic tenets of U.S. security assistance and the
system that provides it. Such a course could be mandatory for promotion to GS-15 and
senior executive positions. The State Department could also add a session to the A-100
orientation course for all new foreign service officers on security assistance so that entering officials have a better understanding of the importance of this tool. The goal should
be to provide a common baseline understanding of what security assistance is provided
for, what it is meant to accomplish, the system that provides it, and the relevant restrictions—particularly human rights restrictions and why they matter—in partnerships.

Develop a crisis response playbook for security assistance
Critics of the current system rightly point out that U.S. security assistance can move too
slowly in a crisis. Relevant U.S. agencies should come together to develop a standard
response playbook for U.S. security assistance during a crisis. This could involve incorporating the best practices from DOD and State Department security assistance, under
the leadership of the State Department. Agencies should conduct a review of the most
useful items—from nonlethal supplies to equipment that enhances lethality—to send
quickly to a partner in crisis. These supplies should be maintained in stockpiles in convenient global locations so that they can be distributed quickly. Centralizing this response
playbook at the State Department would help to ensure that the decision to respond to a
crisis can effectively weigh all relevant political, rights, economic, and security concerns.

Build in assessment, monitoring, and evaluation programs
at the outset of security assistance programs
Effective monitoring mechanisms should be built in from the outset in reforming the
State Department’s security assistance programs. In the current system, there is little evidence of what works or what does not in terms of improving a partner country’s capacity
or will to achieve shared security objectives. Some reforms to DOD security assistance
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programs were an important step toward building assessment, monitoring, and evaluation into the DOD’s security assistance programs.95 Similarly, recent efforts to reform
monitoring in the State Department’s Peacekeeping Operations accounts have had notable success. These reforms should be copied and mandated for all programs conducted
by the State Department and the DOD moving forward. Assessment, monitoring, and
evaluation programs should be regularized and aggregated in order to be useful for U.S.
officials implementing security assistance programs.96 This will be a significant undertaking, and so building up a professional workforce that can effectively monitor and evaluate
security assistance programs must be a significant component and priority in personnel
reforms at the State Department and the DOD. Further reforms should be considered,
such as mandating that a small portion of funds for each security assistance program be
set aside for assessment, monitoring, and evaluation purposes.

Congress should modify oversight structures to reduce stovepiping
Reforms to the security assistance framework are often slowed by congressional equities that remain stovepiped and unwilling to enable resource sharing and coordination
between departments. The House and Senate Armed Services committees, the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, and the House Foreign Affairs Committee should consider working together to establish a joint subcommittee, working group, or task force
on security assistance policy that would be responsible for the oversight of all forms
of security sector assistance. Great strides were made in the Obama administration to
increase State Department-DOD collaboration and integration, only to run into challenges when engaging a Congress that remained stuck in its agency oversight stovepipes.
Congress should also hold regular oversight hearings to hold the executive branch
accountable for developing a coherent security assistance policy. It should require an
annual report to track where funds are being allocated and to articulate how U.S. security assistance efforts support broader U.S. foreign policy goals and objectives. This
will not only provide needed transparency and accountability, but also put political
and public pressure on the Political-Military Affairs Bureau.
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Conclusion
Moving resources to the State Department to conduct security assistance would
result in more effective aid that is less likely to be wasted or flow to abusive partners. It
would also reduce unnecessary bureaucracy from the current system. This would be an
important step toward undoing the militarization of U.S. foreign policy and would give
an important foreign policy tool back to American diplomats.
The new administration should move quickly to consolidate security assistance resources
under the State Department, with accompanying reforms to the bureaucracy and workforce that handles these issues. Congress should support this realignment and transfer
the necessary authorities and resources from the DOD to the State Department.
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