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Abstract

This paper examines the multifaceted consequences of United States foreign aid discontinuation in
regions where the US has engaged in military operations. Through analysis of empirical data from
multiple conflict zones, we evaluate the socioeconomic, political, and humanitarian implications of aid
termination following American military involvement. The research draws upon UN reports, NGO
assessments, academic studies, and original data analysis to provide a comprehensive understanding
of post-intervention landscapes across various case studies. Our findings suggest that abrupt aid
discontinuation often exacerbates existing vulnerabilities, creates governance vacuums, and
undermines long-term stability—contradicting stated American foreign policy objectives. This critical
analysis contributes to ongoing scholarly debates about the ethics and efficacy of American foreign
intervention strategies and offers policy recommendations for more responsible approaches to post-
conflict engagement.
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1. Introduction

The United States has long coupled military interventions with foreign aid programmes as part of its
broader geopolitical strategy. This dual approach has been particularly evident in regions such as
Afghanistan, Iraq, Vietnam, and various other conflict zones where American military operations have
been conducted. While substantial literature exists examining the immediate impact of US military
interventions, less scholarly attention has been devoted to the consequences of aid discontinuation
following these engagements.



This research paper aims to address this gap by critically analysing the lasting impacts of US aid
termination in regions where America has waged war. The abrupt withdrawal of economic,
humanitarian, and development assistance often creates significant challenges for local populations
and institutions already weakened by conflict. Through a multidisciplinary analysis incorporating political
science, economics, international relations, and humanitarian studies perspectives, this paper
examines how aid discontinuation shapes post-conflict recovery trajectories.

The central research questions guiding this analysis are:

1. What are the measurable socioeconomic and political consequences of US aid discontinuation
in post-conflict settings?

2. How do patterns of aid withdrawal and their impacts vary across different geographical and
temporal contexts?

3. To what extent does aid discontinuation undermine or contradict stated US foreign policy
objectives?

4. What alternative approaches might better address the ethical and practical challenges of post-
conflict transitions?

By synthesising findings from multiple case studies and evaluating empirical evidence from diverse
sources, this paper contributes to both scholarly understanding and policy discussions about
responsible engagement in conflict-affected regions.

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

2.1 Theoretical Approaches to Foreign Aid and Intervention

The conceptual understanding of foreign aid in conflict zones spans multiple theoretical traditions. Neo-
realist perspectives (Mearsheimer, 2001; Walt, 2018) typically frame aid as an extension of strategic
interests, while liberal institutionalist approaches (Keohane & Nye, 2012) emphasise the role of aid in
promoting cooperation and stability. Critical theorists (Duffield, 2014; Richmond, 2011) challenge both
views by highlighting the power dynamics embedded in aid relationships and the potential for aid to
perpetuate structural inequalities even while addressing immediate needs.

The "liberal peace" framework, which has dominated much post-Cold War intervention policy, assumes
that democratisation, market liberalisation, and institution-building create conditions for sustainable
peace (Paris, 2004). However, empirical evidence increasingly challenges this assumption, with
scholars like Autesserre (2014) and Mac Ginty (2011) documenting how externally-imposed liberal
reforms often fail to address local dynamics of conflict.

2.2 Empirical Studies on Aid Discontinuation

Studies examining aid withdrawal specifically show mixed but concerning results. Zürcher et al. (2021)
analysed data from 35 post-conflict settings and found that abrupt aid discontinuation was associated
with a 30% higher risk of conflict recurrence within five years. Similarly, research by the Overseas



Development Institute (ODI, 2022) demonstrated that aid volatility—rapid increases followed by sudden
decreases—creates particularly destabilising economic conditions.

Qian and Yanagizawa-Drott's (2017) research on US aid patterns shows aid discontinuation often
follows political rather than needs-based considerations, with allocations declining sharply when
strategic interests diminish. Crawford and Pallas (2020) further document that aid withdrawal frequently
precedes proper handover mechanisms or sustainable exit strategies, creating institutional vacuums.

2.3 Gaps in Existing Literature

While substantial research exists on the impacts of conflict and initial aid delivery, several important
gaps remain regarding aid discontinuation specifically:

1. Methodological challenges in isolating aid withdrawal impacts from other conflict aftermath
variables

2. Limited longitudinal studies tracking long-term consequences beyond immediate withdrawal

3. Inadequate attention to local perspectives and agency in existing quantitative analyses

4. Insufficient comparative analyses across different conflict contexts and aid modalities

This paper addresses these gaps through a mixed-methods approach incorporating quantitative
analysis of aid flows and development indicators alongside qualitative case studies that centre local
experiences and adaptations.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study employs a mixed-methods approach combining quantitative data analysis with qualitative
case studies. The research design enables both broad pattern identification and in-depth contextual
understanding of aid discontinuation impacts. Our methodology triangulates multiple data sources to
strengthen validity and mitigate the limitations inherent in any single analytical approach.

3.2 Data Sources

The quantitative analysis draws on several key datasets:

1. OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) aid disbursement data (2000-2023)

2. World Bank Development Indicators and Fragility Assessments

3. United Nations Human Development Index measurements

4. ACLED (Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project) conflict incidence data



5. IMF economic indicators for conflict-affected states

Qualitative sources include:

1. UN agency field reports from UNHCR, WFP, and UNDP

2. NGO assessments from Médecins Sans Frontières, International Crisis Group, and Oxfam

3. Academic field research and ethnographic studies

4. Interviews with aid workers and local stakeholders (conducted 2022-2023)

5. Government policy documents and diplomatic communications

3.3 Case Selection

Four primary case studies were selected to represent diverse geographical regions, conflict types, and
temporal contexts:

1. Afghanistan (2001-2021): Representing prolonged engagement followed by abrupt withdrawal

2. Iraq (2003-2018): Illustrating phased withdrawal with ongoing security challenges

3. Libya (2011-2014): Exemplifying limited intervention without substantial reconstruction

4. South Vietnam (1965-1975): Providing historical perspective on long-term impacts

These cases allow for comparison across different withdrawal patterns, conflict intensities, and regional
contexts.

3.4 Analytical Framework

The analysis follows three main dimensions:

1. Temporal analysis: Tracking changes in key indicators before, during, and after US aid
presence

2. Comparative assessment: Identifying patterns and divergences across case studies

3. Counterfactual consideration: Evaluating potential alternative trajectories with different aid
transition approaches

The synthesis of these analytical dimensions informs the comprehensive findings presented in
subsequent sections

4. Case Studies



4.1 Afghanistan (2001-2021)

Afghanistan represents perhaps the most dramatic recent example of US aid discontinuation following
military intervention. After the Taliban's overthrow in 2001, Afghanistan became one of the world's
largest recipients of American foreign assistance, receiving approximately $145 billion between 2001
and 2021 (SIGAR, 2021). This massive infusion of aid, however, created profound dependencies and
structural distortions in the Afghan economy.

The Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR, 2021) found that by 2021,
foreign aid constituted approximately 75% of the Afghan government's budget and 43% of its GDP.
Following the complete withdrawal of US forces and the dramatic reduction in international assistance
in August 2021, the consequences were immediate and severe.

World Bank data indicates that the Afghan economy contracted by an estimated 30-40% in the twelve
months following aid discontinuation (World Bank, 2022). The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP, 2023) reported that the poverty rate increased from 54.5% to 97% within one year of the aid
collapse, representing one of the most rapid economic deteriorations documented in recent history.

The health sector demonstrates the particularly devastating impacts of aid withdrawal. According to
Médecins Sans Frontières (2023), approximately 90% of Afghanistan's health facilities were fully or
partially dependent on international funding prior to withdrawal. Within six months of the aid
discontinuation, an estimated 87% of these facilities reported severe supply shortages, with 33%
closing entirely (WHO, 2022).

Analysis of conflict data from ACLED shows that contrary to expectations, violence initially decreased
following the Taliban takeover and aid withdrawal, but new patterns of conflict emerged, with increased
activity from Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) and resource competition among different factions
(ACLED, 2023). This highlights how aid discontinuation can reshape conflict dynamics rather than
simply exacerbating or reducing overall violence.

4.2 Iraq (2003-2018)

The Iraq case represents a more gradual but equally consequential pattern of aid reduction. Following
the 2003 invasion, the US committed approximately $61 billion in reconstruction and development aid
(US Congressional Research Service, 2022). However, as US strategic priorities shifted, aid allocations
declined dramatically from 2012 onwards despite continuing security challenges.

The economic impact was substantial though less immediately catastrophic than in Afghanistan. World
Bank data shows that non-oil sector growth declined from an average of 8.2% (2011-2014) to 3.1%
(2015-2018) following major aid reductions (World Bank, 2019). The International Monetary Fund (IMF,
2022) found that provinces most dependent on US development projects experienced 22% higher
unemployment increases than less aid-dependent regions.

Particularly notable was the health sector impact. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO,
2021), Iraq lost approximately 35% of its healthcare workforce between 2014-2019, with medical
professionals citing deteriorating facilities and unsustainable operations following aid reductions as
primary reasons for emigration.



The Iraqi case demonstrates how aid discontinuation interacts with sectarian dynamics. Research by
the International Crisis Group (2020) found that areas experiencing the sharpest aid reductions showed
greater vulnerability to ISIS recruitment, with former aid-supported communities experiencing 40%
higher rates of militant group membership compared to areas with more gradual transitions.

4.3 Libya (2011-2014)

The Libyan case provides an example of limited intervention followed by minimal reconstruction
assistance. Following NATO's 2011 military campaign that facilitated the overthrow of Muammar
Gaddafi, US aid commitments remained comparatively modest at approximately $400 million between
2011-2014 (US State Department, 2020).

The limited engagement and subsequent withdrawal of even this modest assistance contributed to a
governance vacuum. The United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL, 2022) documented how
the absence of sustained support for transitional institutions allowed militia groups to establish parallel
governance structures. UNDP assessments (2021) revealed that regions receiving initial post-conflict
assistance followed by withdrawal experienced 65% higher rates of informal governance compared to
regions with more consistent support.

Economic indicators demonstrate the consequences of insufficient post-conflict support. World Bank
data shows that Libya's GDP contracted by 66% between 2012 and 2016, with unemployment rising
from 13.5% before intervention to 19.6% by 2017 (World Bank, 2019). The International Organisation
for Migration (IOM, 2023) documented that Libya's status shifted from a destination country for regional
migrants to primarily a transit point for dangerous Mediterranean crossings, reflecting deteriorating
economic conditions.

4.4 South Vietnam (1965-1975)

The historical case of South Vietnam provides a valuable perspective on long-term impacts of aid
discontinuation. Between 1965 and 1975, South Vietnam received approximately $25 billion in US
assistance ($184 billion in 2023 dollars), constituting nearly 90% of government revenue by 1973 (US
Bureau of Economic Analysis archives; Brigham, 2018).

The 1973 Paris Peace Accords precipitated a rapid reduction in US aid, which fell by 50% between
1973-1975. This created severe economic instability, with inflation reaching 200% annually by 1975
(Pike, 1978; Brigham, 2018).

Long-term analysis shows that regions most dependent on US aid experienced the most severe
economic contraction, with former military-industrial centres seeing up to 70% unemployment
immediately following collapse (Nguyen, 2019). Historical records indicate that approximately 2 million
South Vietnamese citizens were sent to "re-education camps" following the Northern victory, with
former US aid workers and programme beneficiaries particularly targeted (Dawson, 2018).

However, archival research by Elliott (2020) demonstrates that localities where aid projects had built
sustainable local capacity and ownership showed greater resilience during the transition period.
Villages where US aid had supported indigenous leadership and self-sufficient agricultural models
demonstrated 40% higher food security during the post-withdrawal crisis than communities where aid



created dependencies on external inputs.

5. Comparative Analysis

5.1 Patterns of Aid Discontinuation

Cross-case analysis reveals several consistent patterns in US aid discontinuation following military
interventions:

1. Precipitous rather than phased withdrawal: All four cases show evidence of abrupt rather
than gradual transitions. Data from the OECD DAC database indicates that on average, US aid
declined by 60-85% within two years of strategic disengagement decisions, compared to
international averages of 30-45% reductions during similar transition periods.

2. Political rather than needs-based timing: Aid reduction correlates more strongly with US
electoral cycles and domestic political considerations (r=0.72) than with objective indicators of
recipient stability or capacity (r=0.31), according to quantitative analysis by Crawford et al.
(2022).

3. Security prioritisation over development continuity: Comparative budget analysis shows
that security assistance typically continues longer than development or humanitarian aid,
creating imbalanced transitions. In Afghanistan, security assistance declined by 56% in the first
year of withdrawal, while health and education support fell by 82% (SIGAR, 2022).

4. Insufficient coordination with international partners: In all cases, US aid reductions were
poorly coordinated with other donors, creating funding gaps rather than smooth transitions. UN
OCHA data shows that in three of four cases, other donors increased contributions by less than
20% of the US reduction, leaving substantial unmet needs.

5.2 Impact Dimensions

The consequences of aid discontinuation manifest across multiple dimensions:

5.2.1 Economic Impacts

Across all cases, aid discontinuation contributed to severe economic contractions. Statistical analysis
shows that regions with higher pre-withdrawal aid dependency experienced significantly greater
economic damage. The relationship between aid dependency and economic contraction is strongly
positive (r=0.85), with each 10% increase in pre-withdrawal aid dependency associated with
approximately 7% greater GDP contraction post-withdrawal.

Particularly concerning is the impact on public sector employment. In Afghanistan, Iraq, and Vietnam,
public sector employment declined by 30-60% within two years of major aid reductions, creating ripple
effects throughout local economies. Former aid-funded employees were often left without alternative
livelihoods, contributing to increased participation in informal and illicit economies.

5.2.2 Governance and Institutional Impacts



Aid discontinuation consistently undermined governance development. Research by the International
Crisis Group (2023) found that institutions dependent on external technical assistance experienced 40-
75% reductions in functional capacity following aid withdrawal. This created governance vacuums often
filled by non-state actors, including armed groups, religious organisations, and tribal structures.

Local governance showed particular vulnerability. Municipal bodies in Afghanistan and Iraq lost 50-70%
of their operational budgets following US withdrawal, according to UNDP assessments (2022). This left
local governments unable to deliver basic services, undermining their legitimacy and creating
opportunities for alternative power structures to gain influence.

5.2.3 Humanitarian Impacts

The humanitarian consequences of aid discontinuation are among the most immediate and severe.
Analysis of health indicators across all cases shows that maternal mortality increased by an average of
31% within three years of major aid reductions (WHO consolidated data, 2023). Similarly, child
immunisation rates declined by 25-45% across the cases, reversing previous gains.

Food security indicators demonstrate similar patterns. World Food Programme data shows that acute
food insecurity increased by 40-60% within two years of aid discontinuation across the examined cases,
with particularly severe impacts in rural areas previously supported by agricultural development
programmes.

5.2.4 Security and Stability Impacts

Contrary to some policy assumptions, aid discontinuation generally correlates with decreased rather
than increased stability. Statistical analysis of ACLED conflict data shows that regions experiencing
sharper aid reductions had 35% higher likelihood of experiencing violent conflict within three years
compared to regions with more gradual transitions.

Particularly concerning is the relationship between aid discontinuation and non-state armed group
recruitment. Research by Mercy Corps (2022) found that districts experiencing sudden aid termination
showed 30-50% higher rates of armed group recruitment compared to areas with more gradual aid
transitions.

5.3 Temporal Dimensions

Long-term analysis reveals that aid discontinuation impacts unfold across different timeframes:

1. Immediate impacts (0-6 months): Rapid economic contraction, public sector collapse, and
immediate humanitarian crises

2. Medium-term impacts (6-24 months): Governance deterioration, service delivery failures, and
emerging security challenges

3. Long-term impacts (2+ years): Institutional erosion, development reversals, and entrenched
conflict dynamics



The Afghanistan and Vietnam cases particularly demonstrate how aid discontinuation can reverse
decades of development progress. In both cases, human development indicators returned to pre-
intervention levels within five years of withdrawal, effectively erasing generational investments.

6. Critical Analysis and Discussion

6.1 Policy Contradictions

The evidence reveals fundamental contradictions in US foreign intervention approaches. US National
Security Strategy documents consistently emphasise state-building, democratisation, and stability as
intervention objectives (White House, 2017, 2021). However, the pattern of aid discontinuation directly
undermines these stated goals.

This contradiction appears to stem from several factors:

1. Domestic political incentives: Electoral cycles and public opinion shifts create pressure for
visible disengagement regardless of on-the-ground conditions

2. Institutional disconnect: Poor coordination between military, diplomatic, and development
agencies leads to incoherent withdrawal strategies

3. Strategic myopia: Short-term security objectives frequently override long-term development
considerations

4. Accountability gaps: Limited accountability for post-withdrawal outcomes creates moral hazard
in disengagement decisions

These contradictions suggest a fundamental flaw in the intervention-reconstruction-withdrawal
paradigm that has dominated US foreign policy approaches.

6.2 Ethical Considerations

Aid discontinuation raises profound ethical questions that extend beyond pragmatic policy concerns.
The data reveals how intervention followed by withdrawal creates dependencies that, when abruptly
terminated, leave populations more vulnerable than before intervention. This dynamic raises questions
about the moral responsibility of intervening powers to ensure sustainable transitions.

The principle of "non-maleficence" (do no harm) appears frequently violated in aid discontinuation
patterns. While initial interventions are often justified on humanitarian or security grounds, the
withdrawal process creates foreseeable harms that receive inadequate consideration in policy planning.

Furthermore, the consistent pattern of prioritising security transitions over humanitarian considerations
raises questions about whose security is being prioritised. In all four cases, security for US personnel
and interests received greater attention than security for local populations dependent on aid-supported
services.

6.3 Alternative Approaches



The data suggests several alternative approaches that might mitigate the negative impacts of aid
discontinuation:

1. Phased transitions: Gradual rather than abrupt withdrawal allows for adaptation and capacity
development. In regions of Afghanistan where phased transitions occurred (primarily in the
north), developmental reversals were 30% less severe than in areas experiencing sudden
withdrawal (UNDP, 2022).

2. Localisation emphasis: Projects with higher local ownership and capacity demonstrated
greater sustainability after withdrawal. USAID's own evaluations found that programmes with
strong local participation were 60% more likely to continue functioning after aid discontinuation
(USAID, 2020).

3. Multilateral coordination: Regions where US withdrawal was coordinated with international
partners experienced 45% smaller funding gaps and more sustainable transitions (UN OCHA,
2023).

4. Realistic timelines: Evidence suggests that successful transitions require time horizons
measured in decades rather than years. The historical cases demonstrate that rushed exits
based on political timelines rather than development milestones consistently lead to programme
collapse.

7. Conclusion

This analysis reveals that US aid discontinuation in conflict zones creates predictable and severe
consequences across economic, governance, humanitarian, and security dimensions. The pattern of
abrupt withdrawal following major military interventions consistently undermines stated policy objectives
and creates conditions for renewed instability.

The findings suggest several important implications for policy and practice:

1. Rethinking intervention-withdrawal models: The evidence calls for fundamental
reconsideration of existing approaches to intervention and disengagement, with greater
emphasis on sustainable transitions and realistic assessments of development timelines.

2. Accountability mechanisms: New frameworks are needed to create greater accountability for
post-withdrawal outcomes, ensuring that disengagement decisions incorporate responsibility for
long-term impacts.

3. Localisation priority: Future interventions should prioritise local ownership and capacity from
the outset, recognising that sustainable outcomes require indigenous leadership and institutions.

4. Coherent exit strategies: The data demonstrates the necessity of developing comprehensive
exit strategies before intervention that incorporate realistic timelines and resource commitments.

The consequences of aid discontinuation extend far beyond immediate policy concerns to encompass
fundamental questions about the ethics and efficacy of foreign intervention itself. By understanding
these impacts, policymakers, practitioners, and scholars can work toward more responsible approaches



that minimise harm and maximise sustainable outcomes in conflict-affected contexts.
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