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In the face of unprecedented wealth inequality, prosperous nations have often 

taken it upon themselves to offer aid to their less fortunate counterparts. Whether it 

be through money, goods, or technical and military support, foreign aid has proven 

itself a vital component of international relations and economics. 

Arguments for & against foreign aid 

Foreign aid brings with it a wide array of benefits, for the issuer and the 

receiver alike. For instance, the provision of foreign aid can boost the economies of all 

parties in a transaction when used as leverage in trade talks. Oftentimes when one 

nation provides aid to another, it stipulates that whatever the value of goods provided, 

the receiving nation must purchase a percentage of that directly from the issuer. By 

way of this donor caveat, the benefits of the foreign aid are not one-sided. However, 

foreign aid is still linked to a host of downsides. Among the underhanded uses of 

foreign aid, some nations will donate as a means of advancing political agendas or 

displaying global favouritism. Additionally, when foreign aid is provided to a country 

without knowledge of how to allocate it, the donor’s assistance may be entirely wasted.   

Who are the major foreign aid providers? 

Among the top foreign aid providers is China. It has been estimated that 

Chinese foreign aid between 2000 and 2014 was $350 billion across 140 countries. 

Many of the nations to which Chinese aid has gone are part of the country’s ambitious 

Belt & Road Initiative. In the United States, foreign aid accounts for 1% of the budget 

and is spent in large part on humanitarian aid programs in disaster-stricken nations.  

Who are the major recipients of foreign aid? 

Countries receiving large volumes of foreign aid are tied together by the 

common threads of rampant war and collapsed economies. For instance, Afghanistan 

is among the largest receivers of foreign aid, a considerable portion of which is 

earmarked for military training and legal system development. Syria, embroiled in an 

incomprehensibly bloody conflict, receives the most foreign aid of any country and 

allocates much of it to crisis relief and bolstering the Syrian opposition forces. Other 

recipients of foreign aid such as Ethiopia focus their funds on humanitarian aid. 

The future of foreign aid 

Given the sweeping rise in populist rhetoric, it seems inevitable that foreign 

aid would be adversely affected. Wealthier nations have sacrificed globalism in place 

of adopting a more self-interested approach to international relations. Recent data 

emerging from the OECD only serves to corroborate the notion that some of the 

world’s most pressing humanitarian crises are critically underfunded. With US 

President Donald Trump boldly proclaiming that countries which receive foreign aid 

“do nothing for us,” it seems clear that the trajectory of foreign aid is on a downward 

spiral. 



  

United States 

In terms of total amount spent through the OECD Development 

Assistance Committee (DAC), the United States is at the top with 34.7 million 

in 2017. However, foreign aid by the U.S often comes with the condition that 

the receiving country immediately purchase American goods and military 

equipment with the money, thus acting as a domestic subsidy of sorts. In terms 

of total foreign aid spending, the U.S spent $50.1 billion in 2017. Following the 

United States is Germany with 25 million in DAC (9.58 billion total), and the 

United Kingdom with 18.1 million in DAC (13.9 billion total). 

United Arab Emirates  

By percentage of gross national income, the UAE contributed the most 

to the Development Assistance Committee in 2017 with 1.03%. Scandinavian 

nations Sweden (1.02%), Norway (0.99%) and Denmark (0.74%) also ranked 

highly. Turkey came 5th overall, with 0.99%. In comparison, the United States 

only spent 0.18% of its GNI on foreign aid in the DAC. Percent of GNI is a good 

indication of how a nation prioritizes supporting global development programs. 

Syria 

Since the beginning of their civil war in 2011, Syria has received a 

tremendous amount of foreign aid support. In 2017, Syria received 10.36 billion 

USD, the funding a mix of humanitarian aid, development and infrastructure 

building, and military support. The next largest receivers were Ethiopia (4.1 

billion), Afghanistan (3.8 billion) and Bangladesh (3.7 billion). 

 China 

As a non-member of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC), 

China has never officially disclosed its foreign aid spending. However, they are 

estimated to spend a princely sum, perhaps even surpassing that of the United 

States. Their spending, however, is chiefly focused on developing economic 

access, rather than humanitarian relief. According to AidData, between 2000 

and 2014 China gave about $75 billion, and lent about $275 billion. 

 

 

 

*Data sourced from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) and the World Bank. 



  

❖ Do wealthy nations have a duty to assist their less 

developed counterparts? 

o How far does that duty extend?  

 

❖ How much does foreign aid benefit the receiver, the 

contributor, and the world at large?  

 

❖ To what degree is foreign aid politically or economically 

motivated as opposed to rooted in pure altruism free of 

ulterior motives? 

 

❖ What should the priorities for foreign aid be?  

o Should it be concentrated on advancing healthcare, 

improving education, supporting children in 

conflict areas, or some other initiative? 

 

❖ How do nationalism and anti-globalization movements 

affect foreign aid spending?  
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