
A Civil Affair: Past US Government
Efforts to Generate Civilian Capacity

Piecing Together Past Efforts

T
he American public has expressed greatly increased interest lately in improving
the capacity of the US government to deploy civilian personnel abroad. A
recent survey identified 22 major studies on the issue, with recommendations

in 30 broad categories of potential steps to strengthen the civilian international affairs
agencies.1 Most of these studies are oriented toward prospects for future action, as
they should be, but little attention is given to the history of US efforts in this area. The
past is sometimes remembered nostalgically, with general references to the numbers of
civilians that USAID deployed to Vietnam, for example, with meager understanding
of the context that shaped these programs and scant assessment of their weaknesses
and limitations, as well as their strengths.

This paper seeks to fill this gap by examining prominent past examples of US civilian
agencies and programs that operated overseas. We assess the ways in which they
organized themselves to do their work—rather than focus on the substance of the
work itself—to identify common trends, patterns, and challenges in generating civilian
capacity. Though history offers many pertinent cases, we chose four: the Economic
Cooperation Administration (ECA), which administered the Marshall Plan in Europe
from 1948 to 1951; the United States Information Agency (USIA), which conducted
information activities abroad from 1953 to 1999; the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID), which was established in 1961 and continues its
global development activities today; and the Civil Operations and Revolutionary
Development Support (CORDS) program, which coordinated civilian and military
pacification efforts in Vietnam from 1967 to 1973.

A number of factors differentiate these organizations from one another: the histor-
ical circumstances that prompted their creation, their substantive missions, their
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an independent agency might undercut the presi-
dent’s authority over foreign affairs. After many
debates and congressional hearings, the final
legislation established the ECA as an independent
agency, led by an administrator with cabinet rank
and reporting directly to the president.4

Once founded, the ECA set up two headquar-
ters—in Washington and Paris—and 16 country
missions, yet succeeded in remaining fairly unbu-
reaucratic.5 It borrowed the US military’s decen-
tralized theater command concept, which gave
decision-making authority to staff in the field
rather than at headquarters in Washington.6 In
contrast to the inertia of existing government
bureaucracies, the ECA could concentrate its atten-
tion on a single task and, with a lifespan of less than
four years, the agency encouraged creativity and
rapid progress rather than careerism.7

The ECA was a small and elite organization with
a passionately dedicated staff. Many staff
members were hired through personal connec-
tions. But there was also an open application
process which generated, in just the first six
months, 70,000 applications for 350 positions.8

The organization drew its staff from a wide cross-
section of professional backgrounds—govern-
ment, business, labor, agriculture, education, and
the media—and Congress had to revise several
laws in order to give the ECA the flexibility it
needed to hire such personnel.9 Furthermore, all
hiring was strictly nonpartisan.10 The ECA
remained a small agency, with a peak staffing
level of 2,400 personnel. One former ECA
employee, Herbert Simon, later wrote: “The
agency as it finally evolved was certainly spectac-
ularly smaller than any federal agency carrying
out a task of comparable magnitude.”11

ECA’s ties with the private sector were strong,
reflecting the New Deal era emphasis on public-
private cooperation. The senior leadership of
ECA, both at home and abroad, consisted prima-
rily of corporate leaders rather than career public
servants. Many of these private sector officials,
though, had served in wartime agencies during
World War II, which gave them an understanding
of how the government functioned.12 Prominent
leaders from the business and financial sectors
also served on the ECA administrator’s private

locations within the bureaucracy, and the conflict
environment with which they had to contend. Yet
they shared remarkably similar challenges in
generating civilian capacity: bureaucratic
infighting and lack of interagency coordination,
difficulties recruiting and deploying qualified
staff, resource limitations, and adjusting to a
changing international environment. The time-
lessness of these problems should be for a
warning to those who seek to improve civilian
capacity today. It suggests that the problems have
deep roots that may not be susceptible to piece-
meal reforms.

The European Cooperation
Administration and the Marshall Plan
The Marshall Plan was a proactive attempt to
prevent the collapse of the European economy,
after initial postwar growth turned into inflation
and decreased production.2 Secretary of State
George Marshall and his advisors saw a need for
urgent action to bolster the United States’ tradi-
tional trading partners and forestall a potential
chain reaction of downward economic trends,
political instability, and Communist sympathy.
On June 5, 1947, Marshall announced a new
program for economic aid to Europe during a
commencement speech at Harvard. Less than one
year later, on April 3, 1948, President Harry S
Truman signed legislation to create the European
Cooperation Administration (ECA), which would
administer the $13 billion in assistance of the
European Recovery Program (ERP), now widely
known as the Marshall Plan.

Deep debates ensued about whether the ECA
should be established as an independent agency or
an administrative unit of the State Department.3

Those who favored an independent agency argued
that the State Department lacked the experience
and personnel necessary to fulfill the ECA’s oper-
ational responsibilities and that a separate agency
would be more flexible and, thereby, more attrac-
tive to senior managers from the private sector.
There were also concerns that congressional
hostility to the State Department would make it
hard to secure funding and might even jeopardize
the enabling legislation. Those who favored
placing the ECA within the State Department
countered that this approach would be the only
way to ensure a coherent foreign policy and that

2



advisory boards for overseas development, repa-
rations, and fiscal and monetary issues. Other
economic constituencies, such as labor unions and
farm unions, were represented on these boards
and in the ECA itself, but to a lesser extent.3

The government made a concerted effort to culti-
vate domestic support for the Marshall Plan. In
late 1947 and early 1948, officials from the State
Department and other executive branch agencies
compiled detailed economic country studies in
order to build support in Congress, and particu-
larly to convince isolationists to vote for the
authorizing legislation.14 In late 1947, the bipar-
tisan Harriman Committee issued a report
supporting the plan. The committee deliberately
included members from business, labor, and
academia in order to overcome congressional
distrust of the State Department. Averell Harriman
and Marshall both went on nationwide speaking
tours in support of the plan, not only in major
cities, but also in smaller cities and towns with isola-
tionist traditions.15 In October 1947, Marshall Plan
supporters established a bipartisan nongovern-
mental organization called the Citizens’ Committee
for the Marshall Plan to Aid European Recovery
(CCMP). Led by a diverse collection of business
leaders, labor leaders, and former government
personnel, the organization spread the State
Department’s message through ads, press
releases, newspaper editorials, radio broadcasts,
and public speeches throughout the country.
These efforts paid off: by February 1948, only 29
percent of Americans had not heard of the
Marshall Plan, and 56 percent of those polled
supported it.16 Long before the term was even
coined, the Marshall Plan’s architects executed
what must be considered an impressive strategic
communications plan.

The ECA faced two bureaucratic and organiza-
tional challenges. First, recruiting good people
became difficult after the initial years. Few new
recruits possessed the desired qualifications,
particularly as the agency had to compete with
the newly established North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) and, after 1950, service in
the Korean War. The ECA was no longer the
glamorous assignment that it had been at its
inception. Second, interagency rivalries
reemerged. ECA had experienced difficult rela-

tions with other agencies from the outset, since it
depended on them for expertise—and, in some
cases, for the disbursement of aid—but it acted
independently and often did not coordinate with
others.17 There were also notable coordination
problems between ECA country missions and
other US government agencies, including local
governments and, in the case of West Germany,
the US military government.18

The ECA was originally planned to exist for four
years, but its life as an independent agency was
cut short by several months. After the start of the
Korean War in 1950, concerns about the defense
of Western Europe meant that the United States,
the European participants, and the ECA itself
focused more on questions of rearmament than
on its original economic and political objectives.
Congress shut down the ECA in October 1951
and folded its mission into the new Mutual
Security Agency (MSA), which became respon-
sible for supervising all US foreign aid programs.19

Two months later, on December 31, 1951, the
Marshall Plan officially concluded after 45
months in operation.20

United States Information Agency (USIA)
The origins of the United States Information
Agency (USIA) can be traced to the early months of
American involvement in World War II. In June
1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued an
executive order that created the Office of War
Information (OWI), with the mandate of
conducting information programs.21 The State
Department was tasked with providing policy
guidance to this new agency, but lacked sufficient
staff and resources to oversee the large daily
output. OWI personnel were drawn largely from
the media and advertising industries and generally
had limited overseas experience, but they quickly
built up an impressive infrastructure. By the end of
the war, OWI was transmitting radio broadcasts in
40 languages from the newly formed Voice of
America (VOA) to hundreds of millions of listeners
around the world. It also operated a press service
that sent 100,000 words a day to 60 overseas posts
and was responsible for the operation of numerous
US Information Service (USIS) posts abroad.22

Two weeks after the Japanese surrender, President
Truman abolished the OWI. The remaining
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USIA was far from the only agency involved
in public diplomacy. More than a dozen major
federal agencies and many smaller ones
conducted overseas information programs in
their areas of expertise, with combined staffs
and resources much larger than those of USIA.
The Department of Defense, for example, spon-
sored the Armed Forces Network (AFN), which
beamed radio and television broadcasts to US
forces stationed around the world. The signals
reached many listeners in these countries who
tuned in to AFN, even though they were never its
intended audience, and in some areas it reached
larger audiences than VOA did.30 Similarly, the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) helped estab-
lish Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty
(RFE/RL), which broadcast to Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union, respectively, and focused
more on domestic news in those countries as a
counter to Soviet propaganda.31 International
outreach on this scale was bound to affect how
foreign officials viewed the United States.32

Relations with the State Department remained
uneasy throughout USIA’s existence. There was
no lack of clarity over lines of authority; State
was responsible for setting policy guidelines.
There were even structural steps to harmonize the
two organizations. USIA officers frequently
engaged their counterparts at State, and USIA
reorganized its bureaucracy to align itself with
the Department of State’s different geographic
and functional bureaus. But the organizational
cultures of the two agencies remained quite
different. State was more of a top-down enter-
prise, with an elite cadre of foreign service offi-
cers who sought to control the message the
United States presented to the outside world.
USIA was staffed by media professionals who
sought as much openness as possible, and who
weren’t sure how to transmit official US policies
that were deliberately ambiguous.33 USIA was
also hampered by the fact that its personnel were
reserve officers under limited contracts until
1968, when USIA officers were granted perma-
nent career status within the Foreign Service.
Despite these obstacles, the two agencies devel-
oped good coordination at the working level,
though higher levels posed more of a problem
due to USIA’s lack of representation on the
National Security Council.34

operations were scaled back dramatically—the
VOA retained only 10 percent of its 13,000
personnel, for example—and transferred to the
State Department in a new International
Information Administration (IIA). Yet escalating
tensions with the Soviet Union in the late 1940s
revived interest in ideological operations abroad,
which led to increased appropriations for the State
Department and VOA.23 When the Eisenhower
administration took office, Secretary of State John
Foster Dulles sought to remove the IIA from his
department.24 After much debate about its future,
the administration decided to establish it as an
independent agency, though the State Department
would continue to provide overall policy guid-
ance. The United States Information Agency was
officially established on August 1, 1953.25

During the Cold War years, USIA had “the most
extensive overseas presence of any Washington
agency,” in the words of one author, with a
“geographic reach [that] has never been matched
by any other US government agency then or
since.”26 At its peak, it operated more than 300
information and cultural posts in more than 175
countries.27 Its programs included:

• Operating the VOA radio network, whose
English and local language broadcasts reached
100 million people each week.

• Publishing magazines, books, and pamphlets in
over 100 languages and producing documen-
taries, newsreels, and television programs.

• Establishing a global library network, which
introduced open-shelf libraries in 150 countries.

• Sponsoring a large program to teach English
and to train English teachers.

• Promoting exhibits on American life.

• Managing international exchange programs,
including the Fulbright awards.28

These activities, combined with USIA’s extensive
geographic reach, made it “the biggest informa-
tion and cultural effort ever mounted by one
society to influence the attitudes and actions of
men and women beyond its borders.”29
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During the Cold War, the ideological confronta-
tion with the Soviet Union (and to a lesser extent
with China) provided an ongoing justification for
USIA’s activities. Decolonialization of much of
Africa and Asia in the 1950s and 1960s spurred
USIA to counter Soviet influence there.35 During
the 1960s, USIA became actively involved in the
Vietnam War, where its emphasis shifted from
broad ideological and economic programs to
tactical support for the military effort. In April
1965, the USIS post in Saigon was expanded into
a large Joint United States Public Affairs Office
(JUSPAO) that coordinated all psychological oper-
ations in theater.36 As US involvement in Vietnam
began to decline during the Nixon administration,
JUSPAO was shut down and USIA reinvested in its
programs around the world, once again increasing
its presence in Africa and Asia.37

USIA faced a host of challenges after the Vietnam
War. For example, the Carter years proved to be a
difficult time for USIA, just as it was for foreign
policy more broadly, in a time of escalating energy
prices and the Iran hostage crisis. With the arrival
of the Internet, people around the globe gained
access to much more information about the
United States; cheaper telecommunications and
travel had a similar effect. As President Ronald
Reagan emphasized the ideological confrontation
with the Soviet Union, USIA became a significant
beneficiary. By the end of Reagan’s second term,
the agency’s budget was $881 million—double
what it had been when Reagan took office—and
many of its personnel losses from the 1970s had
been restored.38

Just as the start of the Cold War marked an
important turning point for USIA, so too did its
end. The collapse of communism posed a serious
challenge for USIA—undercutting much of its
core mission. Absent the East-West standoff, with
the associated ideological competition, many
questioned the need for government-run informa-
tion activities.39 Debates on this issue continued
throughout the 1990s, particularly as private
media organizations established a greater pres-
ence around the world.40

The decision to abolish USIA as an independent
agency resulted from a set of political calcula-
tions, rather than from a systematic assessment of

its strengths and weaknesses. The proposal to
abolish USIA had been discussed for a number of
years, and a bill to do so was introduced in 1995,
but failed to pass. In April 1997, the Clinton
administration announced a plan to fold most
foreign affairs agencies, including USIA, into the
State Department.41 This plan was part of a larger
political compromise with Senator Jesse Helms,
the chair of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee and a longtime critic of USIA and
other foreign affairs agencies. In exchange for this
plan, Helms agreed not to block other Clinton
foreign policy initiatives—including the funding
of overseas abortion clinics and paying back dues
to the United Nations. Congress passed the reor-
ganization plan in October 1998 and, on October
1, 1999, USIA officially ceased to exist. Most of
its functions were moved to the new office of the
Under Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy
and Public Affairs or into the regional bureaus,42

where they received much less attention and
emphasis than previously.43

United States Agency for International
Development (USAID)
During the 1950s, the US government established
a number of different foreign assistance programs
that emerged as integral to the Cold War compe-
tition with the Soviet Union.44 These included:

• The Mutual Security Agency, established in
October 1951, which incorporated the remnants
of the Marshall Plan.

• The Foreign Operations Administration (FOA),
established in 1953, which was an independent
agency tasked with promoting economic and
technical assistance around the world. In 1954,
the FOA was reorganized into the International
Cooperation Administration (ICA), which
became a part of the State Department.

• The Development Loan Fund (DLF), created
by Congress in 1957, which provided conces-
sional credits to developing countries around
the world.45

None of these organizations focused on long-
term development, however, and they subse-
quently gained reputations for disorganization
and inefficiency.46
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Since its founding, USAID has been the main
foreign assistance agency of the US government,
but it is far from the only one. The State
Department administers a number of assistance
programs, which are managed by at least seven
assistance coordinators and 215 staff. The
Treasury Department oversees contributions to
the World Bank and regional development banks,
the Agriculture Department is responsible for
food aid, and many other agencies in the executive
branch carry out technical assistance programs in
their areas of expertise. USAID estimates that
there are as many as 50 other federal organiza-
tions that provide some form of overseas aid.50

Despite President Kennedy’s efforts to streamline
this highly fragmented system, there is still no
single agency to oversee the totality of US foreign
aid. USAID’s position as a subcabinet agency
means that it is a relatively weak bureaucratic
actor, excluded from many of the interagency
policy debates over how the various elements of
foreign assistance fit together. While it has been
fairly successful at influencing policies directly
related to its own programs, it has modest influ-
ence, at best, over other aid programs or broader
foreign policy issues, such as trade, that affect
development.51 Additionally, some of USAID’s
programs are funded through specific congres-
sional or State Department allocations to serve
broad US foreign policy objectives beyond—and
sometimes at cross-purposes with—develop-
mental criteria.52 This often creates a double bind
for the agency, which nonetheless is criticized for
the lack of development results.53

Efforts to reform the foreign aid structure began
almost as soon as it was created, and were often
ensnared in broader debates about the purposes
and effectiveness of foreign aid.54 President
Lyndon B. Johnson sought to reform the foreign
aid architecture, even while USAID was still in its
infancy. He established the Perkins Committee to
examine reform options, and it recommended
channeling more US aid through multilateral
development banks to insulate aid allocations
from diplomatic considerations. Yet these recom-
mendations came very late in Johnson’s tenure
and were not enacted or acted upon. In 1970,
President Richard M. Nixon established a similar
panel, whose Peterson Report reached the same

What these proliferating aid programs lacked was
an overarching structure to coordinate their
various efforts. In 1961, President John F.
Kennedy gave high priority to reforming the
foreign aid structure. He argued that a new
approach was needed because:

No objective supporter of foreign aid can be
satisfied with the existing program—actually
a multiplicity of programs. Bureaucratically
fragmented, awkward and slow, its adminis-
tration is diffused over a haphazard and irra-
tional structure covering at least four
departments and several other agencies. The
program is based on a series of legislative
measures and administrative procedures
conceived at different times and for different
purposes, many of them now obsolete, incon-
sistent, and unduly rigid and thus unsuited for
our present needs and purposes.47

Congress supported the new president’s initiative
by passing the Foreign Assistance Act in September
1961. Kennedy also changed the way that aid
programs were structured in the executive branch.
In November, he established the new United
States Agency for International Development
(USAID), which combined the two main existing
aid programs, the DLF and the ICA.48

There was considerable debate about where
USAID should be situated within the government
bureaucracy. Some suggested that it be an inde-
pendent, cabinet-level agency, but others voiced
concerns that such an arrangement would under-
mine coordination with the State Department and
reduce the diplomatic leverage of aid. Others
proposed that it be placed within the State
Department under the supervision of an under-
secretary. However, opponents of this idea argued
that aid would become too much an instrument
of diplomatic priorities. In the end, the final deci-
sion found a middle ground: USAID became a
semi-independent agency at the subcabinet level,
whose administrator would take direction from
and report to the Secretary of State and the pres-
ident. This arrangement was intended to facilitate
independent development decisions while
ensuring a degree of coordination with broader
US foreign policy goals.49
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conclusion for the same reason. Nixon then
proposed to abolish USAID and replace it with
three separate US government agencies, but
Congress resisted such a sweeping reorganiza-
tion, and Nixon declined to press the matter.55

In 1978, Senator Hubert Humphrey proposed his
own idea to restructure the foreign aid bureau-
cracy. He proposed replacing USAID with an
International Development Cooperation Agency
(IDCA), whose director would report directly to
the president, thereby resulting in a more unified
and powerful organization. Existing agencies
predictably opposed this initiative, which was
defeated in Congress. Instead, President Jimmy
Carter created by executive order a weaker IDCA
than had been proposed, with a mandate to coor-
dinate all aid programs appropriated by Congress.
Lacking authority over the aid organizations,
whose actions it was supposed to coordinate,
IDCA was never able to fulfill its mandate. IDCA
continued its ineffective existence until it was
eliminated under President William J. Clinton.56

During the Cold War, foreign aid remained a
consistent US foreign policy priority. The end of
the Cold War, however, deprived foreign aid of
one of its most compelling rationales. Its slide
from the top of the foreign policy agenda had
three significant consequences. First, aid budgets
became more vulnerable to cuts. Having empha-
sized the need to reduce the federal budget deficit,
President Clinton made substantial cuts to
foreign aid in his proposed budgets for 1994 and
1995. Congress made further cuts when
Republicans won control of the House of
Representatives on promises to shrink the size of
the government. Many of the newer and more
conservative members of Congress harbored a
deep ideological aversion to foreign aid.57

Second, to adjust to declining budgets, USAID
changed the way that it provides assistance.
USAID maintains a large number of field missions
around the world to tailor aid projects to local
needs and circumstances. The combined pressures
of declining budgets and increasing global respon-
sibilities forced USAID to do more with less. Both
of these trends preceded the end of the Cold War,
but intensified in the 1990s.58 Total foreign aid
appropriations declined steadily throughout the

late 1980s and 1990s and, by 2001, the federal
foreign aid budget was half its mid-1980s level.59

This led directly to reductions in USAID’s
personnel, which was cut by 30 percent between
1993 and 1996 alone.60 By 2004, USAID had only
2,227 direct hire personnel—fewer than half of
whom were career foreign service officers—with
responsibility for providing support to 100
different countries.61 To put this figure in context,
the total number of USAID direct hires in 2004
was less than the number of personnel the agency
deployed just in Vietnam in 1968.62

The agency’s strategy for coping with these trends
was to transform itself from an agency that
carried out its own activities into one that issued
and managed contracts. In effect, USAID no
longer implements aid programs itself. Instead, it
contracts with local, regional, international, and
private partners to devise programs and execute
them—in some cases the partners serve as admin-
istrators for multiple subcontracts.63 This trend
became self-reinforcing over time: as personnel
with project management skills became more
valuable to USAID than those with technical
expertise in development, it lost much of its
capacity to conduct its own projects, which then
led to an even heavier reliance on contractors.64

Third, the reduced priority of foreign aid reopened
the debate about the proper bureaucratic location
for USAID. In 1994, Secretary of State Warren
Christopher asked Vice President Al Gore to weigh
the merits of merging USAID into the State
Department as part of Gore’s broader review of
the organization of the federal government. After
much debate and opposition from USAID, Gore
recommended that it remain an independent
agency, but with a reporting relationship between
the USAID administrator and the secretary of
state. The idea of merging USAID into State
continued to be promoted in the late 1990s by
Senator Jesse Helms, though President Clinton
resisted this pressure.65

Starting in the 1990s, USAID’s influence became
further diluted as other agencies within the exec-
utive branch started establishing their own
programs abroad. These programs were not
always called foreign aid, but many had similar
objectives. Some administrators viewed them as
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their agency into the State Department, as has
been repeatedly proposed throughout its history.72

The Civil Operations and Revolutionary
Development Support (CORDS) Program
The Civil Operations and Revolutionary
Development Support (CORDS) program is often
cited as a major success in generating a sizeable
deployable civilian corps to complement a mili-
tary operation. Indeed, it its experience in
Vietnam offers a telling example of how the US
government established and staffed an organiza-
tion to coordinate pacification efforts. Although
it overcame a number of bureaucratic obstacles
and integrated civil and military pacification
efforts under one command, the military compo-
nents always vastly outweighed the civilian
components of the effort.

In a sense, CORDS was the result of several
earlier failed attempts to coordinate civilian and
military pacification efforts. The United States
first began sending aid to Southern Vietnam in
1954 through the ICA and DLF and administered
by the United States Operations Mission (USOM)
in country. In addition to funding extensive assis-
tance programs to strengthen the local economy,
USOM was also responsible for supporting the
development of the local security forces.73

However, since the local security forces fell under
the Ministry of the Interior rather than the
Ministry of Defense—which is always the partner
ministry for the US Military Assistance Program
(MAP)—the local security forces received rela-
tively little attention compared to the conven-
tional forces until it was brought under the
Ministry of Defense in the late 1950s.74 As a
result, difficulties in coordinating US military and
civilian programs were a challenge from early on.
In fact, the largest single police training program
of the Eisenhower administration was conducted
in Vietnam by an advisory group from Michigan
State University, not by USOM or any other US
government agency.75

US assistance to South Vietnam continued to
grow in the 1960s, with Southern Vietnam
receiving the largest share of total foreign aid
between 1962 and 1975, peaking in 1967 at
$550 million.76 As discussed above, the 1961
Foreign Assistance Act and the establishment of

an alternative to working through USAID, which
had developed a reputation as ineffective and
difficult.66 Perhaps the most direct challenge to
USAID came in March 2002, when President
George W. Bush announced the establishment of
the Millennium Challenge Account (MCA).67

MCA funds would be used for development
programs in countries which met a set of defined
criteria of good governance and agreed to be held
to related indicators of performance.68 The new
$5 billion in funds would not be administered
through USAID, but instead through an entirely
new organization called the Millennium
Challenge Corporation (MCC). This decision
was apparently made because the Bush adminis-
tration did not trust USAID to administer the
funds as they were intended.69

The most recent effort to reform the foreign aid
bureaucracy came in January 2006, when
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice created a
new position of director of foreign assistance,
who serves concurrently as the administrator of
USAID. In announcing this new position, Rice
echoed the themes that had motivated previous
restructuring efforts:

After a comprehensive review of our nation’s
foreign assistance, I have concluded that we
must become better organized to meet our
overseas development challenges. The auth-
ority to allocate foreign assistance is too frag-
mented among multiple State Department
bureaus and offices, and between State and
USAID. This makes it more difficult to plan
coherently, and it can lead to conflicting or
redundant efforts. Multiple lines of authority
make accountability more elusive and impede
our efforts to integrate our foreign assistance
with our broader foreign policy objectives.70

The director, who holds a rank equivalent to a
deputy secretary, has authority over all State
Department and USAID foreign assistance
programs and is charged with ensuring coherence
across them. It is too soon to judge whether this
reform effort will have the desired result, though
one early positive sign was the submission of State
and USAID’s first joint budget request for fiscal
year 2008.71 Still, some within USAID view this
move warily as a precursor to efforts to absorb

8



USAID were designed to address the fragmented
aid structure and dominant military role, which
in Vietnam “contributed to its over-militarization
by facilitating the predominance of the GVN
[Government of Vietnam] and US military.”77 The
military’s upper hand was reflected in the
appointment of Maxwell D. Taylor, retired
general and former chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, as ambassador, tasked with coordinating
US government efforts in Vietnam. He created
what he called a “mission council” to share infor-
mation among all the civilian and military agen-
cies operating in country, but stopping short of
effectively coordinating or managing their activi-
ties.78 At the time, US aid efforts in South Vietnam
largely followed the “country team” concept,
whereas the ambassador was responsible for the
overall performance, but the agencies were still
closely tied to their counterparts back in
Washington and any restrictions imposed by
Congress. However, as US efforts in Vietnam
increased, many began to question whether this
model could handle the growing number of
programs, agencies, and personnel.79

The deteriorating security situation in South
Vietnam, coupled with the collapse of the govern-
ment after President Ngo Dinh Diem’s assassina-
tion in November 1963, prompted Congress to
grant President Johnson widespread authority to
respond. The first combat troops were deployed
to the region in March 1965. Meanwhile, the
civilian agencies in the country continued to
operate their own structures programs. Oversight
responsibility for JUSPAO and the field offices of
the CIA and USAID, was given to Ambassador
William Porter, deputy chief of the US mission in
Saigon, but coordination problems remained.

After the start of US military operations, the
CIA played an important role in reviving pacifi-
cation efforts in Southern Vietnam. The agency
established the Revolutionary Development
(RD) program, a military-led effort to coordi-
nate pacification programs. Within the RD
program, USAID provided support to the New
Life Development program.80 In November
1966, the Office of Civil Operations (OCO)
was set up within the embassy to organize the
efforts of the civilian agencies in-country, and
has been described as “essentially the offspring

of AID,” which supplied most of the human
and financial resources.81 However, the OCO
faced a number of challenges, including intera-
gency rivalry between the field offices of
USAID, CIA, and USIS; inability to overcome
competing bureaucratic reporting lines back to
Washington and integrate the civilian programs
locally; and recruiting and retaining qualified
personnel.82 Furthermore, the OCO remained in
a separate chain of command from the military.
As a result, the OCO’s overall impact remained
limited.83 To solve this problem, in 1967 OCO
programs were merged with the Military
Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV) and
RD program to create what would be hence-
forth known as CORDS.84

CORDS, which lasted from 1967 to 1973, was
created at the request of President Johnson who
wanted “a pacification program that would
complement Westmoreland’s war of attrition.”85

The primary role of CORDS was to assist and
coordinate pacification efforts in the region. It
brought personnel and programs from USAID
and the Departments of State, Commerce,
Treasury, and Agriculture under a common
command structure. Civilian advisory teams were
established throughout the region, with provin-
cial advisory teams at each of the country’s 44
provinces and district advisory teams in each of
its 250 districts. However, despite the increased
emphasis on building up civilian efforts to coun-
terbalance the large military presence, CORDS
was essentially run by the military. Even so, the
two efforts complemented each other. The
majority of CORDS funds went toward training
and equipping the local security forces—the
regional forces (RF) and popular forces (PF)—
which required the support of the US military.
Therefore, the growing civilian presence strength-
ened the emphasis on pacification and brought in
more financial assistance, while the military
counterpart was essential for helping to execute
the actual programs, of which the work with the
security sector was paramount86

President Johnson had given General Westmore-
land full responsibility for pacification, and Robert
Komer, also handpicked by Johnson, was selected
to be Westmoreland’s civilian deputy in charge of
managing the efforts.87 This position gave Komer
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an increase in the number of attacks targeting paci-
fication efforts, especially the RF/PF forces.96

Regardless, the success CORDS was able to
achieve in its limited existence has generally been
attributed to its ability to unify civilian and mili-
tary advisory efforts and structures. As Komer
noted, “Compared with any previous US advisory
effort, that in Vietnam has been unprecedented in
duration, extent, and the depth to which it went in
the field.”97

In the end, CORDS was an organization estab-
lished to meet a wartime need. As a result, once
the war ended, so too did CORDS. From the
onset, CORDS felt pressure from agencies
looking to regain their staff and programs or
from its critics in Congress, and this pressure
continued through the end of the program. In
1971, for example, a National Security Council
study assessing the future of CORDS recom-
mended that it be retained until 1973, but that a
number of programs either be phased out or
returned to their original agencies.98 Without the
support from the agencies, CORDS simply could
not function. In a sense, CORDS was a hollow
organization, relying on “supplies, equipment,
and personnel through other agencies, which had
an understandable reluctance to provide another
organization with funds for which they were
accountable.”99 Furthermore, the backlash from
Vietnam left many with little interest in repeating
such an operation.

In retrospect, the history of CORDS highlights a
number of obstacles to any attempt to integrate
military and civilian efforts, particularly in the
context of stability and reconstruction. For one,
CORDS shows the difficulty in merely getting
military officers and civilian personnel to work
together effectively, even at the most senior
levels.100 Furthermore, the demands that the war
places on civilian agencies proved to be an adjust-
ment. Komer noted a frustration over obtaining
equipment that “it was estimated in 1966 that it
took around 18 months for supplies ordered
through AID machinery to reach Vietnam.”101

Each of these issues hindered the mission of paci-
fication and assistance.

Despite the fact that CORDS was established as a
corrective to traditional US military operations, in

authority over the combined pacification effort
and, most importantly, direct access to Westmore-
land. Within CORDS chain of command, Komer
oversaw four deputy commanders for pacification
who were in charge of each of the four regions.
Advisory teams served at the provincial and district
levels and reported up through this chain of
command. Many of the advisory teams were
divided into functional areas, and the district advi-
sory teams were also in charge of assessing pacifi-
cation efforts using quantitative data collected
through the Hamlet Evaluation System (HES), a
questionnaire derived by the US Marine Corps.88

Roughly 4,000 military personnel and 830 civilian
advisors staffed CORDS when it was established.89

In addition, the Department of Defense created
several hundred Foreign Service Officer (FSO) posi-
tions to fill MACV advisory positions and estab-
lished the Vietnam training center.90 Prior to
deployment, the Department of Defense sent both
military officers and civilian personnel to the
Vietnam training center for six months to one year
to take classes on the Vietnamese language, history,
and culture.91 These developments reflected a
greater commitment by the US government to inte-
grate military and civilian efforts.92

At its height in 1969, the total US advisory effort
in Southern Vietnam included over 16,000
Americans. Yet it is important to note that the
vast majority of the CORDS staff was military
personnel, not civilians. In 1969, CORDS consisted
of 6,500 military officers and 1,100 civilians. 93 By
January 1972, staff levels in CORDS had shrunk to
2,670 military officers and 730 civilians.94 While
these personnel levels represented a substantial
commitment by the United States, it is important to
bear in mind the scale of their mission. These advi-
sors were responsible for supporting over 900,000
Vietnamese (including RF/PF forces and civil
servants). So, even at the peak of the US advisory
effort, there was roughly only one advisor for every
56 Vietnamese personnel, and most of these advi-
sors were in uniform.

By 1968, CORDS was largely viewed to be making
headway in Southern Vietnam pacification efforts,
especially as assessments of the insurgents’
strength decreased.95 At the same time, however,
the decrease in insurgent strength was followed by
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many ways it never served as an effective counter-
balance. Even though there were benefits to
working with the military, a fundamental chal-
lenge remained: pacification was not the priority.
So while the military’s support for the pacification
effort was unprecedented and noteworthy, its
foremost priority remained war fighting.102 Finally,
CORDS highlights the inherent limits of US advi-
sory efforts. Even if CORDS had faced no bureau-
cratic challenges, its ability to achieve progress
and success would still have been contingent on
the host nation government’s own capacity and
commitment to implement change. 103

Common Challenges in Generating
Civilian Capacity
Although the cases examined in this paper
occurred at different times and addressed
different substantive problems, they faced a
remarkably consistent set of challenges in gener-
ating civilian capacity. These include bureaucratic
and organizational challenges, staffing chal-
lenges, changing views of public service, resource
limitations, and (in two cases) the effects of the
end of the Cold War.

Bureaucratic and Organizational Challenges
These cases demonstrate that the bureaucratic and
organizational challenges of developing and
deploying civilian capacity abroad are nothing new.
These functions have never been concentrated in a
single US government agency responsible for this
mission, with the result that no existing organiza-
tion built durable infrastructure in this area. It is
often assumed that the State Department, as the
main diplomatic agency of the US government, will
take on this role when necessary. Yet it is telling to
see a record as far back as 1947 of strong concerns
over the State Department’s ability to manage an
operational program abroad. The ECA and
USAID, for example, were established as inde-
pendent agencies after proposals to place their
functions in the State Department were rejected.
And CORDS, which is often cited today as a major
success in deploying civilian capacity abroad, at its
peak involved six times as many military personnel
as civilian personnel and could not have functioned
outside the military structure of which it was a part.

Interagency competition and coordination chal-
lenges are also nothing new. The fact that there

are numerous agencies involved in different
aspects of civilian activities abroad has led to
inevitable competition and policy incoherence.
Some of the challenges that the ECA faced in
administering the Marshall Plan, for example,
sound eerily reminiscent of problems facing the
US government today. Its relations with other
government agencies were difficult because the
ECA relied on others for substantive expertise,
but did not coordinate its activities with them.
These problems were replicated in the field and
compounded by coordination problems between
the ECA missions and local and national govern-
ments. Similar problems with interagency coordi-
nation and competition for resources were
exported abroad in the Vietnam case too. Such
problems should have been easier for USIA and
USAID, since the State Department had the statu-
tory authority to set policy guidelines for both
agencies, but that hardly settled the matter.

Staffing Challenges
Generating civilian capacity depends on getting
the right people for the job. Recruiting qualified
personnel and developing attractive incentive
packages to retain them has been a challenge for
decades. As far back as the 1950s, the government
had difficulty recruiting experts to fill critical posi-
tions. The government was fighting an uphill
battle in trying to attract individuals already well
established in their field to work for the govern-
ment. Even the ECA, which had such initial
success in recruiting experts from the private
sector, found it difficult to find qualified replace-
ments once they left. Furthermore, the full cost for
anyone considering such a position went beyond
any associated cut in pay. USAID has difficulty
recruiting personnel, for example, because:

American technical experts were mostly fully
occupied with their work in the United States
and were on career tracks within universities,
other government agencies, or private compa-
nies. Taking a leave of absence to accept an
interesting foreign assignment often removed
an expert from consideration for promotion
or other opportunities…104

The government faced similar staffing challenges
during the Vietnam War. Despite having a sizable
pool of government employees, the system itself
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deploy to Vietnam, given the large personnel
demands there, but if they quit their jobs, or
complained and were fired, the resulting loss of
their occupational deferment could make them
eligible for military service in Vietnam. This may
have made them more likely to stay in their
civilian positions, and might have even encour-
aged people to apply to work in these organiza-
tions in the first place.109

By the late 1970s and early 1980s, fewer people
in the private sector had direct experience
working for the government; it was no longer
common for people to blend careers in the public
and private sectors. At the same time—and
perhaps as a direct result—there was an increased
emphasis on contracting out government services.
As fewer things were considered to be core
government functions, more could be contracted
to the private sector, which, many argued, could
use resources more efficiently and bring more
effective outcomes. This philosophical shift has
set in motion a self-reinforcing cycle with further
erosion of the prestige of public service leading to
a heightening of the staffing difficulties described
above. The September 11 terrorist attacks have
led to a resurgence of interest in public service,
but serious problems remain in attracting
talented people to work for the government.110

Resource Limitations
Resource constraints also plagued past efforts to
generate civilian capacity. The examples discussed
in this paper point toward a broader hesitation
within the government to embrace nonmilitary
efforts. In the case of Vietnam, for example:

US policymakers saw very early how the para-
mount importance of “political” considera-
tions meant that military “solutions” alone
could not suffice. But the resultant US policy
stress on such counterinsurgency measures as
political and socioeconomic reform, land
distribution, pacification, and the like called
for far greater GVN/US emphasis on such
efforts than was ever set in train – at least until
very late. This was perhaps the greatest gap
between policy and performance.111

In addition, despite the establishment of CORDS
as a vehicle to coordinate pacification efforts, the

lacked the proper mechanisms to meet the
personnel needs of the war effort.105 Finally, both
military officers and civilian personnel were
reluctant to sign up for positions they thought
might hurt their careers.106 This reluctance had
broader implications, ultimately undermining the
commitment of the agencies and organizations
for the war.107 Therefore, whether the issue is
recruiting the right people or providing the right
incentives to those already in government service,
past efforts indicate how intractable some of
these challenges can be.

Changing Views of Public Service
The staffing challenges described above have all
been exacerbated by more general trends in
American society regarding the perceived value of
public service. Many of those who came of age
during the Great Depression and World War II
believed deeply in the importance of public
service and in the power of the government to
protect and improve the lives of its citizens.
During World War II, millions of Americans had
direct experience with the government, not just
by wearing the uniform, but also through the
other wartime agencies as part of the broader
economic and national mobilization. The public
service ethic continued in the postwar years,
when it was common—and sometimes even
expected—for high-level business executives,
media experts, professors, and other private
sector leaders to spend some time in government
during their careers. Their sense of service was
nicely expressed by Edward R. Murrow, who
resigned from CBS News in 1961 in order to
become the new director of USIA:

Asked why he took a 90 percent pay cut to
accept a $23,000 job in the Kennedy admin-
istration, [Murrow] replied, “I just figured
that if this young man couldn’t do it, no one
could, and if he wants my help, I have an
obligation to do it.”108

Government service was not always voluntary;
conscription drew many young men into mili-
tary service until it was abolished in 1973.
Interestingly, the draft may have unintentionally
bolstered US deployable civilian capacity during
the Vietnam War. Members of the foreign
service and USAID knew that they were likely to
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lead role played by the military further high-
lighted the tendency to entrust the military with
primary responsibility for solving pressing prob-
lems—regardless of whether those problems were
military or not.

A similar imbalance exists in the funding allo-
cated for military operations compared to civilian
operations. In 1968, for example, “almost $14
billion was spent for bombing and offensive oper-
ations, but only $850 million for pacification and
programs designed to offset war damage and
develop the economy and social infrastructure in
Southern Vietnam.”112 Furthermore, a closer look
at the US federal budget over time indicates that
this imbalance is a longstanding trend and not a
wartime anomaly. As shown in Figure 1, since
1962 there has been a widening disparity between
the national defense budget and the international
affairs budget. In fact, the international affairs
budget (function 150 accounts) has remained
relatively flat over time while the national defense
budget (function 050 accounts) has continued to
climb despite a dip in the 1990s.113

Effects of the End of the Cold War
During the Cold War, containment of the Soviet
Union was the lodestar of US foreign policy. All
US efforts abroad—including USIA’s information
activities, USAID’s development activities, and
the pacification efforts of CORDS—were part of
the effort to build support for the United States in
its ongoing ideological confrontation. The end of
the Cold War, therefore, had a very profound
effect on all of the international affairs agencies.
Their activities lost the connection to an urgent
purpose, which made them more vulnerable to
bureaucratic politics and budget cuts.

USIA’s mission was the most endangered because
many started to question why the government
needed to be involved in information activities
abroad absent the communist threat. President
Clinton ultimately agreed to abolish it as part of
a deal with Senator Helms that achieved several
of the administration’s other foreign policy objec-
tives, including funding overseas abortion clinics
and dues to the United Nations—objectives that
just a few years earlier would surely have been
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Source: Data is from the US Government Printing Office, “Budget of the United States Government: Historical Tables Fiscal Year 2008: Table
3.2—Outlays by Function and Subfunction: 1962–2012,” online at http://www.gpoaccess.gov
/usbudget/fy08/hist.html, accessed July 25, 2008.

Figure 1: Total US National Defense and International Affairs Budget over Time
Relative to the total federal budget, historically the international affairs budget has only comprised a small fraction. In contrast,
Figure 2 shows how the national security budget was over 50 percent of the total budget during the early 1960s. The high point
for the international affairs budget in 1962, however, was slightly over 5 percent and has not neared that level since.



capacity abroad or fostering a sufficient one at
home, interagency coordination has been a
constant struggle and available civilian capacity
has usually fallen short of what was sought.
Today’s debates on this issue are remarkably
similar to those of the past. The enduring nature
of these problems indicates their structural roots
in the essentially decentralized nature of the US
government and the policymaking process.

This suggests that efforts to improve civilian
capacity must be done holistically, so that the
challenges of organizational structure, staffing,
resources, and authorities are all addressed
together. Even if it were possible to design a
perfect and efficient organizational structure, that
structure would not make much of a difference
without an infusion of new resources. Even if
significantly added resources were brought to
bear, those resources would not make a substan-
tial difference if staffing constraints hampered the
ability to marshal qualified personnel. All of these
different elements must be brought together in a
comprehensive and complementary way if reform
efforts are to overcome these persistent challenges.

overshadowed by the need to sustain the govern-
ment’s capacity for information activities.

USAID was spared a similar fate, but its budgets
and staff levels were significantly reduced during
the 1990s, and its program of activities suffered as
a result. Recent reforms have integrated USAID
into the State Department more closely than ever
before, which many see as the beginning of a
gradual process of removing its independence alto-
gether. Even more significant is the fact that it was
sidelined during the most important new foreign
aid initiative of the post-Cold War world.
President Bush’s decision to administer this ambi-
tious new program through an entirely new organ-
ization, the Millennium Challenge Corporation,
raises questions about USAID’s future.

The Enduring Challenge
of Civilian Capacity
Problems with generating civilian capacity in the
US government international affairs agencies are
not a new phenomenon. The common challenges
identified above show that whether in times of
war or in times of peace, whether deploying a
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Figure 2: US National Defense and International Affairs Budget as a Percentage of the Overall Federal Budget
In the end, part of the challenge in generating civilian capacity is simply that many of the civilian agencies lack a critical mass of
personnel, programs, and funding to enable such growth. And, as these previous figures indicate, the struggle to acquire sufficient
resources to support these efforts is ongoing and likely to persist well into the future.
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