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In response to the administration’s December 2009 Pakistan Assistance Strategy Report, InterAction 
members applaud the U.S. government’s continued long-term commitment to civilian assistance 
in Pakistan but remain concerned about how it intends to implement its aid package there. We 

urge the administration to consider the recommendations outlined below to ensure that U.S. assis-
tance will accountably and effectively address humanitarian and development needs.

Overview
The Pakistan Assistance Strategy Report outlines how the U.S. administration intends to allocate the 
$7.5 billion non-military assistance package passed last fall. It indicates that, over the next five years, 
$3.5 billion will be allocated to high-impact, high-visibility infrastructure programs in Pakistan, $2 bil-
lion to government capacity development, and $2 billion to focused humanitarian and social ser-
vices, $500 million of which will go to address urgent humanitarian needs with the remaining $1.5 
billion to be spent on social services like education and health in areas of strategic importance. 

International NGOs (INGOs) have long partnered with local organizations and institutions in 
Pakistan to implement humanitarian and development programs. Our organizations work to pro-
vide assistance to those in need on the basis of impartial humanitarian principles. Our fundamen-
tal long-term objective is to build the capacity of indigenous institutions and civil society and to 
improve the lives of vulnerable individuals. Based on our collective experience, InterAction:

• Supports the administration’s new approach to improving its direct connection with the peo-
ple of Pakistan in order to maximize the impact of its development strategy1; 

• Welcomes the expansion of the U.S. government’s public diplomacy effort in Pakistan through 
a public relations campaign that will improve local perceptions of international aid. In doing 
so, we urge the administration to pursue a strategy that clearly distinguishes civilian aid from 
military assistance; 

• Deeply appreciates USAID’s generous partnership and dedication to assisting the millions of 
Pakistanis who have been displaced as a result of anti-Taliban operations in North-West Fron-
tier Province (NWFP) and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). The Pakistan Humani-
tarian Response Plan recently issued a combined appeal for more than $537 million in fund-
ing for 2010 alone; the strategy’s allocation of $500 million for humanitarian needs in Pakistan 
will—with funding from other global humanitarian accounts—provide a good start to meet-
ing the tremendous humanitarian needs that must be addressed in the coming years; and

• Applauds the administration for its commitment to the rights of women and for its modifica-
tions to the Afghanistan and Pakistan Regional Stabilization Strategy—released in January—in 
order to recognize the significant role of women in the development of Pakistani society.

At the same time, our community has identified a number of points of concern and recommenda-
tions for the roll-out of the U.S. assistance strategy in Pakistan.

1  As outlined in the report presented by the administration to the U.S. Congress on December 14, 2009, in compliance with 
Sec. 301 (a) of the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act of 2009. Page 7. 
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Concerns and Recommendations for 
Implementation
While we recognize the U.S. national security interests at stake 
in Pakistan and the region, it is important not to force-fit de-
velopment efforts into a timetable set according to political 
priorities. Subordinating development and humanitarian ob-
jectives to near-term political and strategic priorities, including 
counter-insurgency (COIN), risks fundamentally undermining 
the effectiveness of U.S. assistance in Pakistan. Only with sus-
tained and consistent investment in long-term development 
will U.S. assistance truly address the conditions that perpetuate 
poverty, insecurity and instability. 

The recommendations that follow focus primarily on pro-
grams that will be supported with the portion of the funds that 
the Pakistan Assistance Strategy Report specifically dedicates to 
addressing urgent humanitarian needs and supporting social 
services, but many are relevant to the strategy writ-large.

1. Geographic Targeting
In the Pakistan Assistance Strategy Report, the criteria identified 
for geographic targeting of social assistance programs include 
areas with poor coverage of services provided by the Pakistani 
government and areas vulnerable to influence by extremist or-
ganizations. InterAction cautions that humanitarian and devel-
opment funding will be more effective in Pakistan in the long-
term if geographic targeting is consistent with demonstrated 
need, rather than favoring areas of short-term strategic military 
and political importance. Investments in less politically vola-
tile regions have been relatively more successful and can help 
build critical regions of stability. This would necessitate a geo-
graphically balanced distribution of aid. Current tensions and 
conflict in Pakistan have been fueled by historic neglect of par-
ticular geographic regions and populations. Failing to provide 
assistance to equally underdeveloped areas of Pakistan that 
have not yet posed a threat to political and military objectives 
may risk exacerbating existing grievances and instability. To 
address this, U.S. investments in social services should be 
made in all currently underserved areas, and humanitarian 
assistance should be made available not only to internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) from areas declared conflict-af-
fected, but also in all areas to which IDPs are returning and 
residing and to host families.

2. Emphasis on High-Impact, High-Visibility 
Programs

The sectors identified by the Pakistan Assistance Strategy Report 
for investment in high-impact, high-visibility infrastructure—
including education, health, energy and agriculture—are cer-
tainly in need of substantial and sustained investments to im-
prove the quality of services available for Pakistanis. Yet given 
the inconclusive connection between infrastructure projects 
and “winning hearts and minds” in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
large-scale projects in these sectors are more likely to have an 

impact on target populations if they are accompanied by in-
vestments in programs that also build the capacity of teachers, 
health professionals, civil engineers and agricultural experts. 
Low-visibility programs can have more of a tangible, sustained 
impact in areas of Pakistan where high-visibility centers may 
become targets for extremists or create barriers to access for 
some members of the population. This is true for programs that 
deal with culturally-sensitive issues such as women’s health, 
education, and income generation. Moreover, any U.S. pro-
grams, whether in infrastructure or social programs, must 
be coordinated with other international donors like the 
Asian Development Bank and World Bank, many of whom 
have vast experience and are making substantial invest-
ments in these sectors. Any comprehensive U.S. strategy to 
tackle needs in education, health, energy and agriculture 
in Pakistan should balance investments in high-impact, 
high-visibility infrastructure programs with the develop-
ment of human capital at the local level through sustain-
able, albeit low-visibility, programs.

3. Piloting of Localization in Pakistan
USAID and Department of State officials both at headquar-
ters and in the field have indicated that Pakistan is the “pilot 
project” in what will ultimately be a more global policy of “lo-
calization” of U.S. assistance, transitioning away from fund-
ing projects through INGO partners and instead relying more 
heavily on local and national government and civil society or-
ganizations to implement humanitarian and development pro-
gramming. While INGOs support this as a worthy medium- or 
long-term goal, we question the logic of using Pakistan as the 
experimental pilot, given the high stakes and volatile context. 
Such shifts in assistance strategies have been attempted in oth-
er challenging contexts. We recommend that any planning 
process for localization in Pakistan be informed by a review 
of lessons learned from these past efforts.

4. Transition Planning
Many of InterAction’s member organizations in Pakistan op-
erate with over 90% national staff; this is a testament to our 
commitment to working with local populations and building 
local capacity. In our experience, programs must have Pakistani 
ownership and sufficient accountability and oversight to be 
sustainable in the long-term. As the U.S. increasingly provides 
civilian assistance through Pakistani institutions at the national, 
provincial and local levels, InterAction urges the U.S. admin-
istration to develop a plan for measured transition into 
Pakistani management and to proceed with the creation 
and enforcement of a bilateral agreement that outlines the 
conditions for disbursement. 

5. Transparency
Given the vast amounts of funding that will continue to flow to 
Pakistan, the U.S. government needs a reliable system for en-
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suring transparency in funding. The Pakistan Assistance Strategy 
Report notes that audit coverage and plans will be developed 
in conjunction with the U.S. Inspector General Offices and the 
Government Accountability Office “to strengthen U.S. govern-
ment audit and investigatory capabilities” in part through the 
training and use of Pakistani accounting firms. However, audit 
reports produced by accounting firms are not a good means 
for exposing corruption and the misuse of funds. They tend to 
be watered down, kept under negotiation for years, and are 
typically finalized and provided for public scrutiny long after 
projects have concluded. The administration should con-
sider setting up an independent public watchdog to keep 
Pakistan funding transparent and in the public eye. Such 
an entity should provide reports about to whom, at what 
time, and for what purpose money is provided. It could 
also consider using a website that publishes actual bud-
gets of projects

6. Capacity Building 
USAID’s announcement of an Assessment and Strengthening 
Program (ASP) in Pakistan was an initial step toward building 
the capacity necessary to implement programs through local 
NGOs and Pakistani organizations, as outlined in the Pakistan 
Assistance Strategy Report. However, InterAction’s member 
organizations in Pakistan are concerned that the narrow and 
mechanistic approach ASP provides will result in hollow and 
superficial capacity-building that is not wholly owned by local 
partners. INGOs have worked for decades in Pakistan through 
partnerships with local organizations and institutions and 
have led the effort to build their capacity. Through long-term 
relationships with INGOs, civil society and community-based 
groups have gained training in humanitarian and development 
best practice, such as SPHERE standards2, oversight and ac-
countability mechanisms. Numerous community-based orga-
nizations (CBOs) and NGOs in Pakistan have been formed and/
or strengthened through their partnerships with INGOs. Based 
on this collective experience with capacity-building, we 
recommend that the administration more actively engage 
INGOs and NGOs in the process of developing mechanisms 
to grow the capacity to implement programs in transpar-
ent and accountable ways. 

7. Implications for Pakistani Civil Society
At the same time that increased local ownership and involve-
ment in assistance programs is desirable for the long-term suc-
cess of development initiatives, INGOs caution the feasibility 
and effectiveness of implementing a U.S. aid package of this 
magnitude exclusively through national and local government 
and civil society partners in Pakistan. The choice to use Paki-
stani organizations as lead implementers of a substantial U.S. 

2  SPHERE Minimum Standards for Disaster Response:  
http://www.sphereproject.org/

aid package risks compromising the legitimacy of a vibrant but 
relatively young civil society. The reasons for this are two-fold. 
First, inundating small local organizations with significantly 
more money than their budgets have ever accommodated 
will likely result in poorly spent money and perceptions of cor-
ruption—or worse, actual corruption. Significant investments 
in time and resources will be needed to provide the oversight 
and accountability necessary to minimize this. Second, with 
the undeniable public hostility toward U.S. interests through-
out much of Pakistan, even local organizations with hard-
fought credibility in their communities may be perceived as in-
struments of U.S. foreign policy if they are overtly identified as 
recipients and implementers of U.S. funds. Any path to a stable 
and prosperous Pakistan will necessitate an active civil society 
that is trusted by Pakistanis. To that end, the U.S. must think 
creatively about options for oversight and accountability 
of local and national implementing partners, in order to 
maintain the strengths of these actors without compromis-
ing their legitimacy.

8. COIN and Implications for Implementing 
Partners

In Pakistan, as well as in Afghanistan, INGO field staff remain 
concerned that the administration’s overall civilian response 
and aid strategy is dominated by counter-insurgency (COIN) 
imperatives. Operating out of unmarked vehicles, and with pri-
marily local staff, InterAction’s humanitarian and development 
member organizations work hard to maintain a measure of 
impartiality that allows us to better serve the most vulnerable 
communities. To that end, it is imperative that U.S. assistance 
dollars that fund NGO programs not be tied in any way to COIN 
language and objectives. 

If COIN language is present in funding agreements, then 
the ability of many INGOs and Pakistani NGOs to serve as part-
ners to USAID will be limited, as this labeling is in direct ten-
sion with our humanitarian principles and would jeopardize 
our impartiality and ability to operate safely and effectively 
in many areas. In addition, there is concern among many IN-
GOs that insufficient distinction is being made between the 
roles of voluntary, not-for-profit international organizations 
and for-profit contractor counterparts that may provide di-
rect support to U.S. military programs. We remain optimistic 
that the administration’s strategy will distinguish and utilize 
the unique contributions of INGOs to the development pro-
cess. We respectfully recommend that the administration 
review the respective capabilities of international actors 
and clarify the roles and responsibilities of each agency 
actively involved in supporting humanitarian and devel-
opment goals, and refrain from including COIN language 
and objectives in funding opportunity announcements for 
NGOs and INGOs.
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Additional Recommendations for U.S. Assistance 
in Pakistan

• Strengthen existing coordination mechanisms: INGOs 
urge the U.S. to coordinate its efforts within the interna-
tional community’s macro humanitarian and development 
agenda in Pakistan. Given that much of this coordination 
and prioritization of programs occurs at the UN cluster lev-
el, we encourage a renewed U.S. commitment to engage 
with, strengthen and improve the UN cluster system, in-
cluding increasing the speed and independence of fund-
ing allocation procedures within the clusters. To that end, 
we would welcome more information on the new interna-
tional executive secretariat in U.S. Special Representative 
Richard Holbrooke’s office in Washington, as mentioned 
in the Afghanistan and Pakistan Regional Stabilization Strat-
egy. We’re interested in the coordination role this office will 
serve and the role of this office vis-à-vis the UN cluster sys-
tem, donor governments and INGOs. 

• Assure flexible funding to meet humanitarian needs: 
InterAction praises USAID’s Office of Foreign Disaster As-
sistance (OFDA) for its invaluable contribution to the hu-
manitarian response and partnership in assisting millions 
of Pakistanis displaced in 2009 as a result of military cam-
paigns. This crisis is far from over—some 1.3 million remain 
displaced, many cannot yet envision a safe return home, 
fresh anti-Taliban campaigns in tribal areas loom, and those 
who have returned are still in need of assistance. Therefore, 
in any reform of the U.S. assistance portfolio, InterAction 
urges that OFDA’s presence as a responsive, flexible and 
dedicated funding partner be maintained throughout 
2010 and beyond in order to ensure humanitarian needs 
are adequately addressed. We commend the recognition 
in the Pakistan Assistance Strategy Report that INGOs cur-
rently have a comparative advantage in meeting urgent 
humanitarian needs. While USAID works to train national 
organizations to be accountable and capable implement-
ing partners of humanitarian programs in the medium- to 
long-term, continuing to utilize INGOs in emergency re-
sponse represents a rational approach in the short-term 
which allows OFDA to fulfill the humanitarian imperative 
through partners best able to provide assistance. 

• Develop a clear public relations strategy: We are pleased 
to see that the Afghanistan and Pakistan Regional Stabiliza-
tion Strategy emphasized the role that communications 
will play in conveying the purpose and scope of the new 
U.S. assistance package to the people of Pakistan. For any 
aid package to be successful, USAID and the Department 
of State must develop and implement a public relations 
strategy that provides a clear, strong and focused mes-
sage on the facts of the aid program, including distinction 
between assistance and military efforts and objectives. As 
details regarding the new assistance strategy continue to 
be developed, consistent messages should be shared with 

both the American and Pakistani people and press in order 
to mitigate inaccurate perceptions or expectations. In this 
day of global media, any attempt to package the aid as a 
security program to U.S. audiences can be quickly capital-
ized upon in the Pakistani press. 

• Provide consistent and clear communication with the 
NGO community and current partners: Some INGOs cur-
rently implementing USAID cooperative agreements in 
Pakistan have reported receiving inconsistent consultation 
and messages from their program managers and other 
USAID staff. It is difficult for organizations to responsibly 
manage a program when the timeline is dramatically re-
vised at regular intervals and USAID’s expressed intentions 
for the program are contradictory. Messages about modi-
fications to existing agreements must be clear and consis-
tent. Furthermore, as previously stated, many of USAID’s 
INGO implementing partners have operated in Pakistan for 
decades. These partners are a valuable resource for help-
ing USAID staff prioritize needs and set program timelines. 
USAID should capitalize on this wealth of experience and 
expertise by engaging its partners in strategic dialogue 
about the implementation of the new assistance strategy.


