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Accomplishments and Challenges  
B Y E R I C  R U B I N

Ambassador Eric Rubin is the president of the American Foreign Service Association.

PRESIDENT’S VIEWS

T
his is my penultimate Presi-

dent’s Views column for the 

FSJ. I will finish my second 

term and four years in office 

on July 15. In my final column 

next month, I will share my views on 

what needs to happen to make the U.S. 

Foreign Service healthy, happy, and rel-

evant after a very trying two decades.

I took office in July 2019 during the 

Trump administration in the wake of 

a series of damaging decisions and 

unprecedented challenges for our mem-

bers and our Service.

The State Department hiring freeze 

imposed by the Trump administration in 

its first two years continues to distort our 

demographics and has led to a serious 

deficit of mid-level officers in key posi-

tions. The first impeachment proceedings 

against President Trump put the Foreign 

Service and many of our members in 

the crosshairs of American politics and 

challenged us to find a way to defend the 

career Service.

The impact of those difficult years was 

serious. The number of people signing up 

to take the Foreign Service Officer Test 

declined dramatically in the last 10 years, 

reaching a low point during the previous 

administration. There are many reasons for 

this decline, and not 

all relate to politics. 

But the sense that 

career public service 

was not valued or 

respected definitely 

played a role.

AFSA’s biggest challenge in the 

2019-2021 Governing Board term was to 

defend the Foreign Service. When our 

members were subpoenaed to testify or 

give depositions in the impeachment 

proceedings, they were told that the U.S. 

government would not help with their 

legal costs and that they could neither 

accept pro bono legal representation 

nor privately raise funds to support their 

legal defense. Both were considered 

violations of ethics rules. 

AFSA went to battle stations. We won 

U.S. government reimbursement for our 

members’ legal bills, up to the statutory 

Justice Department limits. We won the 

right for AFSA to raise funds to support 

their legal costs, and we won the right 

for our members to accept pro bono 

representation via AFSA. That career 

employees should testify before Congress 

on live national television without expert 

legal counsel is absurd, but that was the 

Trump administration’s initial position.

Our colleagues who testified made us 

proud, eschewing politics and telling the 

truth as their oath to the Constitution 

required.

We raised more than $750,000 in three 

months for our legal defense fund and 

ensured that every penny of our mem-

bers’ legal bills was covered. We are very 

proud of that record.

Meanwhile, we have spent the past 

four years pushing for equity for members 

of the Foreign Service in relation to other 

federal services. During the COVID-19 

pandemic, we pushed for and won 20 

hours of administrative leave for mem-

bers who needed it to deal with child and 

elder care and other challenges.

We lobbied Congress to extend to 

members of the Foreign Service the 

protections that other federal employees 

enjoy. We secured their right to cancel 

apartment leases, cell phone contracts, 

and car leases without financial penalties 

when they receive official travel orders. 

We won in-state college tuition 

for members of the Foreign Service 

and their dependents in their state of 

domicile. Most recently, we won the 

right for Foreign Service kids to apply 

for Virginia’s Governor’s Schools from 

overseas.

We also were part of a powerful coali-

tion that won a significant increase in 

funding for all the foreign affairs agencies 

in last year’s budget process. The pros-

pects for the coming year are difficult, but 

we hope we will be able to build off last 

year’s gains.

AFSA plays multiple roles. We fight for 

our members as individuals, and we fight 

for the Foreign Service and our profes-

sion as the most important alternative  

to war and destruction. 

We are grateful to have the highest 

percentage membership of any federal 

union, and we take our obligations seri-

ously. Our work is by no means done, but 

I believe we have made a real difference 

in many important areas.

As always, please let us know how  

we can do better in representing you: 

member@afsa.org.  n 



8	 JUNE 2023 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

www.sfiprogram.org

SUSTAINABLE
FORESTRY
INITIATIVE

SFI-01268

Certified Sourcing

Editor in Chief, Director of Publications
Shawn Dorman: dorman@afsa.org

Senior Editor
Susan Brady Maitra: maitra@afsa.org

Managing Editor
Kathryn Owens: owens@afsa.org

Associate Editor
Julia Wohlers: wohlers@afsa.org

Publications Coordinator
Hannah Harari: harari@afsa.org

Business Development Manager—
Advertising and Circulation
Molly Long: long@afsa.org

Art Director
Caryn Suko Smith

Editorial Board
Alexis Ludwig, Chair
Hon. Robert M. Beecroft
Jane Carpenter-Rock
Gaïna Dávila
Harry Kopp
Bronwyn Llewellyn
Aileen Nandi
Joe Tordella
Vivian Walker
Hon. Laurence Wohlers

THE MAGAZINE FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS 
PROFESSIONALS
The Foreign Service Journal (ISSN 0146-3543),  
2101 E Street NW, Washington, D.C. 20037-2990 is 
published monthly, with combined January-February 
and July-August issues, by the American Foreign Service 
Association (AFSA), a private, nonprofit organization. 
Material appearing herein represents the opinions of the 
writers and does not necessarily represent the views of 
the Journal, the Editorial Board, or AFSA. Writer queries 
and submissions are invited, preferably by email. The 
Journal is not responsible for unsolicited manuscripts, 
photos, or illustrations. Advertising inquiries are invited. 
All advertising is subject to the publisher’s approval. 
AFSA reserves the right to reject advertising that is not 
in keeping with its standards and objectives. The appear-
ance of advertisements herein does not imply endorse-
ment of goods or services offered. Opinions expressed in 
advertisements are the views of the advertisers and do 
not necessarily represent AFSA views or policy. Journal 
subscription: AFSA member–$20, included in annual 
dues; student–$30; others–$50; Single issue–$4.50.  
For foreign surface mail, add $18 per year; foreign airmail, 
$36 per year. Periodical postage paid at Washington, D.C., 
and at additional mailing offices. Indexed by the Public 
Affairs Information Services (PAIS). 

Email: journal@afsa.org
Phone: (202) 338-4045
Fax: (202) 338-8244
Web: www.afsa.org/fsj
Address Changes: member@afsa.org

© American Foreign Service Association, 2023

PRINTED IN THE USA

Postmaster: Send address changes to 
AFSA, Attn: Address Change
2101 E Street NW
Washington DC 20037-2990

AFSA Headquarters:  
(202) 338-4045; Fax (202) 338-6820

State Department AFSA Office:  
(202) 647-8160; Fax (202) 647-0265

USAID AFSA Office:  
(202) 712-1941; Fax (202) 216-3710

FCS AFSA Office:  
(202) 482-9088; Fax (202) 482-9087

GOVERNING BOARD
President
   Hon. Eric S. Rubin: rubin@afsa.org 
Secretary 
   Sue Saarnio: saarnio@afsa.org
Treasurer 
   Hon. John O’Keefe: okeefe@afsa.org
State Vice President
   Thomas Yazdgerdi: YazdgerdiTK@state.gov
USAID Vice President
   Jason Singer: jsinger@usaid.gov
FCS Vice President
   Charles Ranado: ranado@afsa.org
FAS Vice President
   Lisa Ahramjian: ahramjian@afsa.org 
Retiree Vice President
   John K. Naland: nalandfamily@yahoo.com
State Representatives
   Joshua Archibald: archibald@afsa.org
   Camille Dockery: dockery@afsa.org
   Kimberly Harrington: harringtonkd@afsa.org
   Maria Hart: hart@afsa.org
   Christen Machak: machak@afsa.org
   Hui Jun Tina Wong: wong@afsa.org
USAID Representative
   Jay Singh: singh@afsa.org 
FCS Alternate Representative
   Jay Carreiro: jay.carreiro@afsa.org
FAS Alternate Representative  
   Vacant
USAGM Representative
   Steve Herman: herman@afsa.org
APHIS Representative  
   Vacant
Retiree Representatives
   Mary Daly: daly@afsa.org
   Philip A. Shull: shull@afsa.org

STAFF
Executive Director 

Ásgeir Sigfússon: sigfusson@afsa.org
Executive Assistant to the President 

Maria Benincasa: benincasa@afsa.org
Office Coordinator 

Therese Thomas: therese@afsa.org

PROFESSIONAL POLICY ISSUES AND 
ADVOCACY

Director of Professional Policy Issues 
Julie Nutter: nutter@afsa.org

Director of Advocacy 
Kim Greenplate: greenplate@afsa.org

Policy Analyst 
Sean O'Gorman: ogorman@afsa.org

FINANCE AND ADMINISTRATION
Director of Finance  

Femi Oshobukola: oshobukola@afsa.org
Director, HR and Operations  

Cory Nishi: cnishi@afsa.org   
Controller  

Kalpna Srimal: srimal@afsa.org
Member Accounts Specialist  

Ana Lopez: lopez@afsa.org
IT and Infrastructure Coordinator  

Aleksandar “Pav” Pavlovich:  
pavlovich@afsa.org

COMMUNICATIONS
Director of Communications 

Ásgeir Sigfússon: sigfusson@afsa.org
Manager of Outreach and Internal 

Communications 
Allan Saunders: saunders@afsa.org

Online Communications Manager 
Jeff Lau: lau@afsa.org

Awards and Scholarships Manager 
Theo Horn: horn@afsa.org

Communication and Educational Outreach 
Coordinator  
Erin Oliver: oliver@afsa.org

MEMBERSHIP AND OUTREACH
Director, Programs and Member Engagement 

Christine Miele: miele@afsa.org
Manager, Outreach and  

Strategic Communications 
Nadja Ruzica: ruzica@afsa.org

Membership Operations Coordinator 
Vacant

Coordinator of Member Recruitment  
and Benefits 
Perri Green: green@afsa.org

Counselor for Retirees 
Dolores Brown: brown@afsa.org

Member Events Coordinator 
Hannah Chapman: chapman@afsa.org

LABOR MANAGEMENT
General Counsel  

Sharon Papp: PappS@state.gov
Deputy General Counsel  

Raeka Safai: SafaiR@state.gov
Senior Staff Attorneys  

Zlatana Badrich: BadrichZ@state.gov 
Neera Parikh: ParikhNA@state.gov

Labor Management Counselor 
Colleen Fallon-Lenaghan:  
FallonLenaghanC@state.gov

Senior Labor Management Advisor 
James Yorke: YorkeJ@state.gov

Labor Management Coordinator 
Patrick Bradley: BradleyPG@state.gov

Senior Grievance Counselor 
Heather Townsend: TownsendHA@state.gov

USAID Labor Management Advisor 
Sue Bremner: sbremner@usaid.gov

Grievance Counselors 
Benjamin Phillips: PhillipsBE@state.gov 
Briana Odom: OdomB@state.gov

FOREIGN 
SERVICE

CO
NT

AC
TS

www.afsa.org



THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | JUNE 2023 	 9

Shawn Dorman is the editor of The Foreign Service Journal.

                                                                                  LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

U.S.-Africa Partnerships 
B Y S H AW N  D O R M A N

I
n November 2021, Secretary of State 

Blinken said: “Africa will shape the 

future—and not just the future of 

the African people but of the world.” 

In August 2022, the administration 

released “U.S. Strategy Toward Sub-Saharan 

Africa” to reframe the relationships 

between the U.S. and Africa to emphasize 

“African agency” and partnership.

Our September 2022 FSJ focused  

on the U.S. increasing its engagement 

with Africa. This month we look at the 

promise of this renewal, starting with  

the December 2022 U.S.-Africa Leaders 

Summit in Washington, D.C., which 

brought together African leaders from  

49 countries and the African Union. 

To find out what was accomplished, 

we asked the senior director for Africa 

at the National Security Council and 

special adviser for the U.S.-Africa Leaders 

Summit, FSO Dana Banks, who played 

a central role in advancing updated U.S. 

policies toward Africa and in planning 

the summit. In “Elevating the Partnership 

with Africa,” she fills us in on how that 

went and what’s ahead. 

Next, Ambassador Hank Cohen 

reflects on the first U.S.-Africa Leaders 

Summit, in 2014, and highlights pros-

pects for U.S. involvement in “Deepening 

Working Relationships in Africa.”

In “A Key to Suc-

cess: Engaging Civil 

Society,” Humanity 

United’s Kehinde 

Togun and Maria 

Kisumbi hail the 

summit’s depar-

ture from decades of “finger-wagging at 

African leaders” and “a Western savior 

mindset toward African people,” but also 

urging governments to boost civil society 

participation in the policy process. 

The focus section closes with “The 

Business of Diplomacy: Prioritizing the 

U.S.-Africa Commercial Agenda” by 

Scott Eisner, president of the U.S.-Africa 

Business Center at the U.S. Chamber of 

Commerce, who suggests doubling the 

presence of U.S. Foreign Commercial 

Service officers in Africa. 

In the Feature, retired career diplo-

mat Annie Pforzheimer and lawyer and 

human rights advocate Heather Barr 

discuss how those inside and those out-

side government can better understand 

each other and work together to support 

human rights globally.

The Education Supplement includes 

two significant articles. Frequent con-

tributor Francesca Kelly takes us into the 

brave new world of generative artificial 

intelligence as it relates to applying to 

college. And Rebecca McPherson of 

State’s Global Community Liaison Office 

brings us “Special Needs Education 

Allowances: An Update.”

In President’s Views, Ambassador 

Eric Rubin reflects on “Accomplishments 

and Challenges” during four years at the 

AFSA helm. And in a timely Speaking 

Out, retired FSO Robert Wang makes 

the case for “Standing by Taiwan and Its 

Democracy: Why Statecraft Is Not Just 

About Avoiding Conflict.”

As always, we want to hear from you. 

Write us at journal@afsa.org.  n 

https://afsa.org/fsj-archive
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/U.S.-Strategy-Toward-Sub-Saharan-Africa-FINAL.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/U.S.-Strategy-Toward-Sub-Saharan-Africa-FINAL.pdf
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-september2022
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LETTERS

Gold-Standard Gaming 
I found Robert Domaingue’s Novem-

ber 2022 FSJ article, “Why the State 

Department Needs an Office of Diplo-

matic Gaming,” and Fred Hill’s March 2023 

Letters-Plus response, “Gaming at State: 

Needed but Not New,” both inspiring and 

a source of pride and fond memories. 

I especially remembered how 

delighted we on the senior management 

team in the School of Language Studies 

were when Fred Hill agreed to conduct 

games in foreign languages as a subset, or 

sidebar, to his policy and strategic games 

on national security and global issues. 

Working with Fred’s team, we were 

able to provide our students who were 

studying French, Spanish, and more 

difficult languages like Russian, Chinese, 

Japanese, and Korean with some of the 

most effective language experiences in 

their studies. 

The students had authentic language 

experiences working on topics that would 

soon be part of their jobs at post. The stu-

dents had those experiences working with 

native-speaking subject matter experts, 

making gaming in a foreign language the 

gold standard in language learning.

James E. Bernhardt 

Director (ret.) for Innovation,  

	 Curriculum, Student and Staff 	

	 Development

School of Language Studies, FSI

Arlington, Virginia

Bring Back Gaming
Let me second the March 2023 FSJ 

piece by Fred Hill, “Gaming at State: 

Needed but Not New,” advocating for 

gaming at State. 

I had the honor of serving as a Senior 

Army Fellow at the Foreign Service 

Institute and worked for Hill when he ran 

the Office of Special Programs. By that 

point in my career, I had been involved 

in military exercises and “war games” for 

23 years, culminating as director of the 

Strategic Crisis Exercise at the Army War 

College.

I cannot overstate the importance of 

looking “over the horizon” at the potential 

national security issues the United States 

may face. In that light, Special Programs 

reached out to the regional bureaus to 

solicit their concerns, developed scenarios 

vetted by those same bureaus, and then, 

given the unique location of FSI and 

influence of the Policy Planning Office, 

brought in senior interagency officials to 

consider options and solutions. 

Our exercises often included combat-

ant commanders and senior intelligence 

and Foreign Service officers as players, 

and so truly had a strategic focus. For 

example, after my fellowship and return 

to the Army War College, we collaborated 

on and supported the exercise that looked 

at possible outcomes of a U.S. invasion of 

Iraq six months before that happened, an 

exercise that Hill points to and led.

Diplomats serving in missions 

worldwide recognize that the churn of 

daily activities leaves little room for deep 

strategic thinking and planning. Special 

Programs helped fill that gap by providing 

insights and supporting Main State and 

the chiefs of mission in out-year planning, 

including the appropriate allocation of 

scarce resources. 

The absence of strategic planning 

informed by gaming, on the other 

hand, risks unnecessary, reactive crisis 

responses, inefficient use of resources, 

and potential failure. 

Special Programs had a proven track 

record at minimal cost to the benefit of 

the nation. I strongly urge State to bring it 

back in some form.

Dennis Murphy

Colonel (ret.), U.S. Army

Sneads Ferry, North Carolina

Data Analysis for Reform
I found the March 2023 issue of The 

Foreign Service Journal to be one of 

the best ever! Extremely well written, it 

includes a pleasant balance of viewpoints 

on key subjects pertinent to its readership. 

One of my favorites, Dan Spokojny’s 

“From Instinct to Evidence in Foreign Pol-

icy Decision-Making,” was a bit reminis-

cent of a piece I used to circulate to fellow 

management officers, “The Department of 

State: Formal Organization and Informal 

Culture,” a March 1969 Andrew M. Scott 

piece on why, historically, Foreign Service 

officers often fail to get the data analysis 

part correct. Some called it out of date; I 

chose to call it “historical.” 

The March edition’s cover title, “Refin-

ing Reforms,” is almost poetic in its scope, 

and we can always use more poetry.

Just another reason to keep The Foreign 

Service Journal on our bookshelves and in 

our hearts.

Raymond Maxwell

FSO, retired

Washington, D.C.

Recalling Successful 
Education and Training

I was heartened to read in the March 

2023 FSJ about the modest progress 

in desperately needed Foreign Service 

reform. A recurring theme in the articles 

was the need to expand professional edu-

cation and training. 

As we design training programs for the 

21st century, we need to recall success-

ful 20th-century training programs that 

disappeared. Beatrice Camp’s article on 

rotational job opportunities, “Learning 

the Ropes Through Rotations,” particularly 

caught my attention.

The State Department, as well as the 

U.S. Information Agency, at one time 

assigned incoming junior officers as 

junior officer trainees (JOTs). Following 

https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-march2023
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-march2023
https://afsa.org/why-state-department-needs-office-diplomatic-gaming
https://afsa.org/why-state-department-needs-office-diplomatic-gaming
https://afsa.org/why-state-department-needs-office-diplomatic-gaming
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/0323/13/
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/0323/13/
https://afsa.org/instinct-evidence-foreign-policy-decision-making
https://afsa.org/instinct-evidence-foreign-policy-decision-making
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3013477
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3013477
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3013477
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-march2023
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-march2023
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/0323/13/
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/0323/13/
https://afsa.org/learning-ropes-through-rotations
https://afsa.org/learning-ropes-through-rotations
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eight weeks of orientation 

(the A-100 course) and 

four months of Spanish-

language training, my 

first assignment was as a 

JOT in Quito. There I did administrative, 

consular, political, and economic work. 

In each section, I found a mentor will-

ing to give me as much responsibility as I 

could handle. Friendships with several of 

these individuals lasted well beyond my 

time in Ecuador.

Memories of Ecuador include going to 

the port of Salinas to assist captains whose 

tuna boats had been seized for violating 

Ecuador’s self-declared 200-mile territo-

rial limit, keeping an American tourist out 

of jail who had gone on a drunken and 

naked romp in a Quito hotel, and being 

sent to our consulate in Guayaquil to take 

over the visa line when malfeasance was 

uncovered. 

When I went to Quito, I had no career 

track (or “cone”). I left Quito knowing I 

wanted to be an economic officer. I asked 

for and received an assignment as an 

economic-commercial officer in Europe. 

I never liked State’s later decision to 

require applicants to select a career track 

before entering the Service. No doubt it 

was related to the decision to abolish JOT 

positions for budgetary reasons.

In my first decade, the Foreign Service 

provided me with 13 months of training 

in two languages, six months of in-house 

economics training, and an academic year 

of graduate economics. This was in addi-

tion to the A-100 orientation course and 

the 20-month apprenticeship in Quito. 

Later generations of junior officers were 

not so lucky.

I was also fortunate later in my career 

to be assigned to the Senior Seminar, a 

nine-month program designed to prepare 

its members (half coming from other 

U.S. government agencies) for leadership 

responsibilities. The course fea-

tured monthly trips to different 

U.S. regions to give participants 

a better sense of the country we 

were representing. 

I still have vivid memories of 

time on a family-run dairy farm in Minne-

sota, riding with the night shift in a police 

patrol car in Detroit, and riding around 

with the Border Patrol in El Paso. 

We were all assigned an essay on lead-

ership. This helped me craft a leadership 

style that stood me in good stead during 

my subsequent assignments to Riyadh 

as deputy chief of mission and Muscat as 

ambassador. 

Sadly, the Senior Seminar disappeared 

during the first term of the George H.W. 

Bush administration, likely because of the 

need to fill “real” jobs.

David Dunford

FSO, retired

Tucson, Arizona

Learning the Ropes
The cover of the March 2023 FSJ was 

brilliant, capturing pictorially the history 

of “reform” in the Foreign Service. Every 

20 or so years, a new generation rises to 

bring the system up to date. That seems 

quite extraordinary to me. I don’t believe 

there’s anything like it elsewhere in our 

government service.

I would also like to comment on one of 

the articles, “Learning the Ropes Through 

Rotations,” by Beatrice Camp. Camp 

describes a wise practice that was unhap-

pily abandoned by State decades ago. 

In the early 1960s new officers assigned 

to embassies were usually, though not 

always, “over complement” and rotated 

through the various sections and, some-

times, other agencies, for six-month stints 

to learn those “ropes.” 

And learn we did. In my case, it was 

two or three months with USAID, which 

https://www.fedsprotection.com/
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-march2023
https://afsa.org/learning-ropes-through-rotations
https://afsa.org/learning-ropes-through-rotations
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proved invaluable in my later 

career. Camp had a similar 

experience.

Later, when this practice 

at State was abandoned and 

as I rose through the ranks, I 

watched first-tour officers often struggle 

to figure out what was going on and where 

they fit in. And sometimes they would lose 

heart, especially if assigned to consular 

positions at “visa mill” posts. 

I could not help but wonder how 

management allowed this to happen. 

It was profoundly wasteful. I know that 

budgetary constraints and absence of a 

personnel “float” precluded continuation 

of the practice, but it seemed to me to be 

a serious loss.

Jack Binns

Ambassador, retired

Tucson, Arizona

Evaluations Need 360s
I read with interest Virginia Blaser’s 

Speaking Out piece in the April 2023 FSJ, 

“Why Our Evaluation System Is Broken 

and What to Do About It.” 

Having served as a director of the 

Office of Performance Evaluation and as 

chair of the Foreign Service Grievance 

Board—and having written and read 

hundreds of EERs in those roles and as 

a deputy chief of mission (DCM) and 

management counselor—I concur that 

performance evaluation is a process, not 

a document, and that its real value is in 

helping employees improve their skills.  

There is one important missing ingre-

dient in her recipe for change, however. A 

key to successful performance evaluation 

is getting a full picture of the employee, 

not just from their supervisors but from 

colleagues and subordinates.

Especially in a Service with no shortage 

of brilliant writers and hard workers, inter-

personal skills are essential to moving up 

Share your thoughts  
about this month’s issue.

Submit letters to the editor: 
journal@afsa.org

self-defense. And we must thank him for 

sharing his lessons learned.

In the concluding section, “The 

‘International Community’ as an Actor,” 

Wohlers explains why the complex efforts 

of the international community to help 

CAR overcome its difficulties failed. Thus, 

his analysis provides a road map to how 

and why such efforts can go wrong. 

We can hope this may help planners 

in United Nations agencies, international 

nongovernmental organizations, and the 

foreign ministries of individual powers 

dealing with other developing countries 

in need of help that works. (Such planners 

should also see “Central African Republic” 

in the “World Directory of Minorities and 

Indigenous Peoples.”)

John W. Vincent

FSO, retired 

East Windsor, New Jersey  n

the organizational chain. 

Folks who are not able to 

manage down or sideways 

cannot be effective DCMs 

and chiefs of mission. 

Yet we never evaluate 

for those skills or provide 

feedback—until employees in those roles 

are having problems. Adding the dimen-

sion of what peers and subordinates think 

about an employee’s performance can 

round out the picture in necessary ways. 

Until we do that, we will never have an 

accurate understanding of an employee’s 

strengths and weaknesses. And employ-

ees will not really know what important 

skills they need to further develop, in 

their own self-interest and that of the 

State Department.

Larry Mandel

FSO, retired

North Kingstown, Rhode Island

Lessons Learned in CAR
I read the April 2023 feature, “Losing  

the Peace in the Central African Repub-

lic,” by Ambassador (ret.) Laurence 

Wohlers, with interest. The Central 

African Republic (CAR) may win the 

sweepstakes for the developing country 

in dire crisis that the American public 

knows and cares the least about. They’re 

not indifferent but truly ignorant about 

it—with scant political or economic 

incentive to learn. 

This is largely because it is, for us, one 

of those places that epitomizes geographic 

remoteness. It is, moreover, surrounded 

by other “remote” countries with serious 

problems of their own.

So we must admire the many years of 

effort the author has devoted in vari-

ous capacities to try to help guide CAR’s 

feuding communities within its French 

colonial–created boundaries to domestic 

peace and stability and to being capable of 

Corrections: May 2023 Edition
In “Getting to Know the Real USSR” by 
Rose Gottemoeller, Alma-Ata is now 
Almaty, not Astana. In “The Journey 
to Expo 2020 Dubai and Its Legacy” 
by Matthew Asada, U.S. Ambassador 
John Rakolta Jr. was dual-hatted as 
commissioner general of the expo, not 
Counselor T. Ulrich Brechbuhl. In the 
AFSA News article “FSO-Journalist on 
Countering Disinformation,” VOA was 
founded in 1942 to counter wartime 
disinformation, not Cold War disinfor-
mation. In Books, the Canadian team 
for the summit series included Paul 
Henderson, not Bobby Hull. We regret 
the errors.

https://minorityrights.org/country/central-african-republic/
https://minorityrights.org/country/central-african-republic/
https://minorityrights.org/country/central-african-republic/
https://afsa.org/losing-peace-central-african-republic
https://afsa.org/losing-peace-central-african-republic
https://afsa.org/losing-peace-central-african-republic
https://afsa.org/why-our-evaluation-system-broken-and-what-do-about-it
https://afsa.org/why-our-evaluation-system-broken-and-what-do-about-it


THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | JUNE 2023 	 13

LETTERS-PLUS

Meritocracy at State and the Foreign Service 
Exam Are Not Incompatible 

BY JAMES JEFFREY

RESPONSE TO MARCH 2023 FOCUS ARTICLE, “MERITOCRACY AT STATE: WHO DESERVES WHAT”

James Jeffrey retired from the Foreign Service in 2012 with the rank of Career 

Ambassador. He served, among other assignments, as deputy national security  

adviser and as U.S. ambassador to Iraq, Turkey (now Türkiye), and Albania. 

He was recalled in 2018 for 27 months as chief of mission in Syria and Special 

Representative to Defeat the ISIS Coalition.

F
oreign Service Officer Marshall 

Sherrell (“Meritocracy at State: 

Who Deserves What,” March 

2023 FSJ) deserves credit for 

raising a controversial Foreign 

Service issue, the recent changes in valu-

ation of the generalist exam (officially: 

Foreign Service Officer Test, or FSOT), and 

he reminds us that the way any FSO enters 

the Service is of no relevance once in.  

Still, I cannot agree with his point that 

we do not need an FSOT pass require-

ment to help select new FSOs, and I come 

to different conclusions than he does on 

the exam as a “rigid fixture” versus argu-

ably more effective subjective criteria, on 

its negative impact on diversity, and on 

the “who merits being chosen” question. 

But first, as with any discussion of 

FSO personnel issues, we should pose 

the question: For what purpose does 

the United States have a Foreign Service 

officer corps? Mr. Sherrell, apart from 

describing the Service as “aspirational” 

and practicing “nontraditional” diplo-

macy, doesn’t address this. Neither the 

Bureau of Global Talent Management 

(GTM) nor, beyond tight limits, FSOs 

themselves define the ends of the Service. 

Rather, the American people, who pay for 

us through Congress, and administration 

leaders do that.

Two Unique Components
Congress has legislated a Service 

with two unique components. First, the 

Service is explicitly modeled on military 

officer personnel, not Civil Service, prac-

tice—with rank in the officer, not in the 

position—and a competitive promotion 

and assignment system with “up or out” 

characteristics that are at times brutal.  

(I know having crossed the senior thresh-

old only on my last, sixth attempt.)

Second, it has a Senior Foreign Service 

(SFS) proportionally many times larger in 

comparison to the entire FSO corps than 

seen with the military or Civil Service. 

Generalist SFS officers make up about 

10 percent of the total generalist officer 

corps of around 8,000; Army general offi-

cers make up less than 3 percent of the 

approximately 100,000 active-duty Army 

officers (according to 10 U.S.C. § 526 and 

10 U.S.C. § 521). The Foreign Service has 

almost three times as many SFS officers 

in numerical terms than the Army has 

general officers!  

The intent is obvious. While doing the 

routine of diplomatic work from issuing 

visas to following host country develop-

ments to managing installations, the 

Foreign Service has as its main mission 

to develop and deploy senior diplomatic 

personnel to implement our country’s 

foreign policy, including a handful help-

ing to formulate it. 

Otherwise, we would save the tax-

payer oodles of money with an almost 

entirely mid-level Service with a handful 

of seniors to supervise more or less rou-

tine work. The stress that GTM places on 

management responsibilities can’t justify 

such a rank structure; after all, 26-year-

old FS-4-equivalent Army captains com-

mand 150-soldier companies. Rather, 

policy expertise and policy implementa-

tion justify it.

Policy Expertise  
at the Center

Presidents and secretaries expect just 

this. At any given time, roughly 100 FSOs 

are presidential appointees serving as 

ambassadors or assistant secretaries. 

In the last 40 years, FSOs have been 

https://afsa.org/meritocracy-state-who-deserves-what
https://afsa.org/meritocracy-state-who-deserves-what
https://www.state.gov/state-department-announces-changes-to-the-foreign-service-entry-process/
https://www.state.gov/state-department-announces-changes-to-the-foreign-service-entry-process/
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subjective evaluations of performance 

in interviews and background reviews, 

albeit in an enormously intense fashion. 

So could we do without the exam? 

A Measure of  
Essential Traits

Leaving aside why we would want 

to do so, my answer is that the exam pro-

vides more or less objective information, 

otherwise difficult to ascertain, on the 

candidate’s competitive position on not 

all, but a number of traits essential for 

an FSO career, particularly policy work.

Specifically, to quote the State 

Department: “The Foreign Service 

Officer Test measures your knowledge, 

skills, and abilities, including writing 

skills that are necessary to the work of a 

Foreign Service Officer. … Questions will 

cover a broad range of topics includ-

ing, but not limited to, the structure and 

workings of the U.S. Government, U.S. 

and world history, U.S. culture, psychol-

ogy, technology, management theory, 

finance and economics, and world 

affairs; English expression; and a situ-

ational judgement section.”

It’s not an IQ test, as I’ve seen brilliant 

people flunk it. Rather, much of it tests 

recognizing and analyzing facts and 

patterns under huge time pressure from 

a mass of often ambiguous data—a good 

approximation of how diplomatic policy-

making and negotiations actually occur.

These traits cannot be measured 

competitively by reviewing a candidate’s 

My answer is that the exam provides more or 
less objective information, otherwise difficult to 
ascertain, on the candidate’s competitive position 
on not all, but a number of traits essential for an 
FSO career, particularly policy work.

elevated four times to Cabinet level, 

and some 15 to subcabinet positions as 

Deputy Secretary, under secretary for 

political affairs, or equivalent Defense 

Department or National Security Coun-

cil staff positions. 

An FSO laid out the entire strategy 

for our Cold War struggle of more than 

40 years; an FSO ambassador, next to a 

four-star general, convinced a reluctant 

Congress to support President George 

W. Bush’s Iraq surge; and an FSO in 

Kyiv’s Maidan Square inspired a whole 

nation. FSOs understand this; thus, in 

this same edition of the FSJ, the “AFSA 

Survey on the Future of Foreign Service 

Work” documented that fully 39 percent 

of FSOs aspire to mission leadership 

positions.

For reasons I cannot fathom, our 

personnel system pervasively deempha-

sizes, distorts, even denies this reality, 

namely, the priority of policy work. I was 

present when two senior GTM officials 

emphasized to the then-Secretary and 

the entire senior staff that officer perfor-

mance needed to be based on manage-

ment, not on policy, allegedly consisting 

of writing reporting cables. 

But look at the background of those 

FSOs now in Cabinet, subcabinet, assis-

tant secretary, or major embassy chief 

of mission positions. All have a strong 

record of policy excellence. 

This focus on policy should be kept in 

mind in assessing Mr. Sherrell’s prefer-

ence for subjective assessment tools 

such as the Qualification Evaluations 

Panel (QEP), the oral exam itself, and 

various alternative entry processes such 

as Pickering and Rangel Fellowships. 

As he indicated, the FS testing and 

recruitment process has changed over 

the years; and as many of us are aware, 

the CIA recruits highly intelligent, capa-

ble people based not on a test but on 

personal narratives for the QEP or thor-

oughly in the oral exam. Assessments of 

performance once in the Service shed 

more light on them, but those are also 

subjective; and, most importantly, the 

officer is already in the organization. 

Mr. Sherrell points out that the State 

Department lists, along with the traits 

for candidate evaluation, 13 dimensions 

of performance, some of which, such as 

cultural adaptability, leadership, and 

working with others, cannot be mea-

sured by the FSOT. 

That’s fair, but the two abilities that in 

my experience distinguish truly effective 

senior officers doing policy from their 

near peers are their palpably impres-

sive intellectual and communications 

traits, traits best measured against the 

universe of other applicants by objective 

test criteria. 

To be sure, a senior State Depart-

ment official recently argued that the 

test has never been a predictor of future 

job performance, but is there statistical 

documentation for what should be an 

easily tested assertion?

On diversity, Mr. Sherrell suggests 

that the exam is a problem but doesn’t 

explain why. Aside from obligations to 

advance legal, judicial, and administra-

tion diversity, equity, and inclusion poli-

cies, the Service derives unique benefit 

from them by representing our diversity 

to a diverse world. 

But how does the exam block hiring a 

diverse work force? Often up to 40 percent 

https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/0323/44/index.html
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/0323/44/index.html
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/0323/44/index.html
https://careers.state.gov/career-paths/worldwide-foreign-service/officer/fso-test-information-and-selection-process/
https://careers.state.gov/career-paths/worldwide-foreign-service/officer/fso-test-information-and-selection-process/
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or morwe of exam-takers passed—thou-

sands of people. The Service hires only 

a few hundred most years and certainly 

could select test-passers from disadvan-

taged groups. Nor is the exam necessarily 

an impediment to the other sort of diver-

sity Mr. Sherrell correctly emphasizes, 

that of varied life experience such as his 

as a janitor. Or mine. 

I may have been “pale and male” 

but was certainly not “Yale” back when 

that really mattered: the son of an auto 

mechanic, commuting to a work-study 

university, earning a master’s in night 

school not in foreign affairs but business 

administration, and spending seven years 

as an Army officer. That and barely pass-

ing my oral exam should have ruled me 

out. What got me in was a high test score, 

rebutting his argument that the exam 

produces only a “very specific type.”

The Question of Merit
Finally, Mr. Sherrell’s headline ques-

tion: Who merits being chosen? My 

answer: A Foreign Service career is not a 

reward for merit. The Service is a public 

institution serving the American people, 

who fund and rely on it for some pretty 

serious things.

The Service, in granting admission, 

assures most of those entering a more 

than 20-year career with salary, benefits, 

and retirement superior to what most 

people have. 

Americans, and in particular those 

citizens striving to enter but whom their 

government does not select, thus must be 

sure that the Service has tried its best to 

select those competitively most qualified, 

however imperfect any selection system.

To this end, there is no substitute for  

a quantifiable test that objectively docu-

ments strength in communications and 

intellectual skills central to FSO success, 

particularly for duty at higher levels.  n

https://www.aboutacts.com/
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TALKING POINTS

Evacuation from Sudan

On April 23, an elite team of Navy 

SEALs carried out a precari-

ous evacuation of American embassy 

personnel in Khartoum, airlifting them 

to Djibouti, 800 miles away, The New 

York Times reported. The airlift included 

about 70 U.S. embassy employees and a 

handful of diplomats from other coun-

tries.

The exodus continued as, hours later, 

a United Nations convoy carrying foreign 

nationals from around the world began 

a 35-hour journey to Port Sudan on the 

Red Sea, and French and British diplo-

mats made use of an airfield outside the 

city to flee heavy fighting. 

Germany became one of the first 

countries to launch an evacuation mis-

sion for all of its nationals in Sudan, fly-

ing 101 German citizens to Jordan.

In the week preceding the evacuation, 

battle for control of the country between 

two rival generals—Gen. Abdel Fattah  

al-Burhan, in charge of the nation’s 

armed forces, and Gen. Mohamed 

Hamdan Dagalo, who leads the Rapid 

Support Forces military group—led to 

a swift deterioration in security in and 

around the capital.

As fighting worsened, the State 

Department suspended operations at 

Embassy Khartoum on April 22. John 

Godfrey, the first U.S. ambassador to 

Sudan in a quarter century, arrived in 

the country just eight months prior to the 

evacuation.

Secretary Blinken said that the State 

Department was exploring ways to 

reestablish a diplomatic footprint in the 

country, possibly in Port Sudan. But he 

cautioned it would depend on the condi-

tions in the country, which he described 

as “very, very challenging.”

The State Department is also col-

lecting information from Americans in 

Sudan through a crisis-intake form that 

allows citizens to indicate they want to 

leave the country and need assistance. 

However, as the majority of Americans 

still there are dual citizens, the department 

anticipates that many will opt not to leave. 

At least two U.S. citizens have been killed in 

the conflict, Reuters reported on April 26.

USAID Administrator Samantha 

Power said in an April 23 statement 

that the agency had deployed a team of 

disaster response experts to coordinate 

the humanitarian response as fighting 

continues.

Afghanistan Dissent 
Message Saga

The monthslong tug-of-war between 

top House Republicans and the State 

Department continues, and the Secre-

tary of State’s Dissent Channel lies at the 

center of the debate.

In early March, the House Foreign 

Affairs Committee began conducting 

hearings to investigate the Biden admin-

istration’s handling of the 2021 Afghani-

stan withdrawal.

As part of this process, committee 

chair Michael McCaul (R-Texas) has 

demanded that the State Department 

provide relevant documents.

The committee demanded three 

documents in particular: a classified 

cable, transmitted by diplomats through 

the Dissent Channel, allegedly warning 

of the potential collapse of the Afghan 

government; an 87-page After Action 

Report prepared by Ambassador Daniel 

Smith (who was tapped to lead the State 

Department’s review of its role in the 

withdrawal); and U.S. Embassy Kabul’s 

Emergency Action Plan.

While the State Department shared 

two of the documents, it did not comply 

Gratitude for USAID
I want to take a moment to thank the men and women of 

USAID, including the Foreign Service nationals and the staff of 

your implementing partners, for their efforts to make the world 

a better place. We don’t say it enough, but we appreciate their 

service, and yours, Administrator Power, so please convey those 

thanks on behalf of our subcommittee. 

—Representative Mario Diaz-Balart (R-Fla.), chair of the House Appropriations 

Subcommittee on State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs, at the FY24  

Budget Hearing for USAID on April 18.

Aid Work Despite Danger
The staff of humanitarian aid organizations have been assaulted and killed—

a reminder of the dangers our diplomats, humanitarian, and development 

workers at USAID face as they carry out their mission every day. I’m sure I 

speak for all of us when I say how relieved I was to hear about the successful 

evacuation of our officials from Sudan, but … we cannot and must not aban-

don the Sudanese people, nor will insecurity deter us from our work in other 

parts of the continent and other places in the world. 

—Senator Bob Menendez (D-N.J.), chair of the Senate Foreign Relations  

Committee, at the FY24 Budget Hearing for USAID on April 26.

HEARD ON THE HILL

JO
S

H
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https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/apr-23-2023-usaid-deploy-disaster-assistance-response-team-sudan-continued-calls-ceasefire-and-humanitarian-access
https://www.reuters.com/world/white-house-confirms-death-second-american-sudan-2023-04-26/
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with requests for the dissent cable, citing 

the importance of preserving the integ-

rity of a dissent mechanism. Instead, the 

department offered to hold a classified, 

bipartisan briefing for the Foreign Affairs 

Committee on the concerns raised by 

embassy staff ahead of the pullout.

House Republicans issued a subpoena 

on March 27 for Secretary of State Antony 

Blinken to produce the classified cable, 

Foreign Policy reported. If he does not, 

the House committee could choose to 

enforce the subpoena by holding a vote 

to cite the State Department for failure  

to comply. 

If the committee were to approve, 

the full House could vote to ask a federal 

court to order enforcement of the sub-

poena, according to Axios. As of May 10, 

State had not complied. 

Ambassador Thomas Boyatt, who 

authored a dissent cable in 1974 over U.S. 

policy in Cyprus and is a former AFSA 

president, told Real Clear Politics in an 

April 26 interview that “if a dissent cable 

for one reason or another reaches public 

purview, it’s good for a variety of national 

security reasons because it forces the 

bureaucracy to confront its mistakes and 

to concentrate on not repeating them.”

In a press briefing March 27, State 

Department Principal Deputy Spokesper-

son Vedant Patel told journalists: “The tra-

dition of having a Dissent Channel is one 

that is cherished here. It is a unique way 

for anyone in the department to speak 

truth to power without fear or favor. It’s 

vital to us that we preserve the integrity  

of that process and of that channel.”

On March 30, AFSA released a 

statement from President Eric Rubin in 

support of the Dissent Channel’s con-

fidentiality: “Failure to protect the con-

fidentiality of constructive dissent can 

lead to a fear of disclosure or retaliation 

that may dissuade career employees from 

offering their best professional advice. 

AFSA believes that use of the Dissent 

Channel … must be protected within the 

executive branch of government.”

Since the hearings with the 118th 

Congress began in early March, wit-

nesses have included U.S. military mem-

bers present at the Abbey Gate suicide 

bombing, some of whom were badly 

injured in the attack.

The House Oversight and Account-

ability Committee is also holding 

hearings to review the withdrawal of 

U.S. troops from Afghanistan, The Hill 

reported. Witnesses include inspec-

tors general from the State Department, 

USAID, and the Department of Defense, 

and the Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction.
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Richard Verma is sworn in as Deputy Secretary of State for Management and Resources 
during a ceremony on April 5, 2023.

Russian Government 
Shuts Down American 
School

On March 31, a Moscow court 

suspended the work of the Anglo-

American School of Moscow (AAS) for 

90 days for allegedly violating Russian 

educational requirements, forcing the 

school to close its doors to the more 

than 1,200 students who were enrolled 

there from pre-K through grade 12.

AAS Moscow released a statement on 

April 13 stating that their motions to lift 

the suspension had been unsuccessful 

and confirming that the school would 

not reopen for the remainder of the 

2022-2023 school year. 

In a second statement on April 21, 

the school announced that it would 

DepSec Confirmation

On March 30, the U.S. Senate confirmed Richard R. Verma as Deputy Secretary  

of State for Management and Resources (D/MR) to replace Brian McKeon.

Verma, 54, left his role as chief legal officer and head of global public policy at 

Mastercard to rejoin the State Department, having served as U.S. ambassador to India 

from 2015 to 2017. During the Obama administration, he also served as Assistant 

Secretary of State for Legislative Affairs.

Earlier in his career, he was national security adviser to former Senator Harry Reid 

(D-Nev.). Verma had stints as vice chair of The Asia Group, partner and senior coun-

selor at Steptoe and Johnson LLP, and senior counselor at the Albright Stonebridge 

Group.

He is a veteran of the U.S. Air Force, where he also served as judge advocate. He is 

the recipient of numerous awards and decorations, including the State Department’s 

Distinguished Service Medal, the International Affairs Fellowship from the Council on 

Foreign Relations, and the Air Force’s Meritorious Service Medal.

https://www.senate.gov/legislative/LIS/roll_call_votes/vote1181/vote_118_1_00081.htm
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/03/28/congress-biden-afghanistan-subpoena-blinken-dissent-cable-mccaul-republicans/
https://www.axios.com/2023/03/28/house-gop-presses-state-secret-message-afghanistan
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2023/04/26/blinken_draws_fire_over_afghanistan_blame_game_stonewalling__149154.html
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-march-27-2023/
https://www.rferl.org/a/moscow-court-suspends-anglo-american-school-embassies/32346094.html
https://thehill.com/homenews/house/3958331-watch-live-house-oversight-panel-holds-hearing-on-biden-handling-of-afghanistan-withdrawal/
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A Tech Expert  
at Every Embassy

Just one year after its creation, the 

State Department’s Bureau of Cyber-

space and Digital Policy is working to put 

a trained cyber and digital officer in every 

embassy around the world by the end of 

2024.

At an April 12 event hosted by The 

George Washington University’s School 

of Media and Public Affairs, the bureau’s 

ambassador at large, Nathaniel Fick, said 

the Foreign Service created a new skill 

code for personnel who work on cyber, 

digital, and emerging tech issues to 

elevate the skill set across the workforce.

“If a Foreign Service officer spends a 

couple of years in a designated technol-

ogy tour, he or she gets credit for that in 

their record. That’s the first step towards 

incentivizing people to seek out these 

jobs,” Fick said.

He said the new skill code demon-

strates the cross-cutting role cybersecurity 

and emerging tech have in other policy 

areas, and could potentially serve as a core 

competency for senior leadership roles in 

the future.

“I can imagine a future where every 

credible candidate to be a chief of mission, 

every future U.S. ambassador anywhere in 

the world, has to have some demonstrated 

understanding of technology issues, and a 

willingness to engage on that,” he added.

remain closed through the end of the 

2023-2024 school year and said it is “con-

sidering our next steps in terms of clarity 

on what would be required to return to 

operations in the future.”

AAS was founded in Moscow in  

1949 by the U.S., U.K., and Canadian 

embassies, but it also teaches local Rus-

sian students and students from expatri-

ate families. The purpose-built campus in 

the northwest part of Moscow has been 

in operation since 2000.

The smaller St. Petersburg branch of 

the school was forced to close in 2018 

when Russian authorities declined to 

renew the school’s lease. That decision 

was made shortly after multiple Russian 

diplomats were expelled from the U.S. 

and U.K. in response to the poisoning of 

ex-spy Sergei Skripal and his daughter in 

London.

One former AAS teacher, Marc Fogel, 

has been in Russian prison since August 

2021, when he was arrested for possess-

ing medical marijuana; he is currently 

serving a sentence of 14 years in a Rus-

sian penal colony.

Too Many Vacancies

As an April 4 op-ed in The Washing-

ton Post noted, too many crucial 

positions remain unfilled by the current 

administration well into its third year. 

Despite laudable progress in nomina-

tions in the face of obstructive senators, 

many posts—such as Italy—still have no 

nominee on the horizon. 

The solution, writes the paper’s edito-

rial board, would be a structural over-

haul of how confirmations are handled: 

decreasing the number of nominees who 

require votes and changing Senate rules 

to require that lawmakers guarantee 

confirmation hearings to presidential 

nominees within a short, fixed period 

after their nominations. 

Since our last update in the March 

FSJ, the pace of confirmation has slowed 

to barely a trickle: Only three nominees 

have been confirmed since January. 

They are career FSO Michael Ratney to 

be ambassador to Saudi Arabia, political 

appointee Eric Garcetti to be ambas-

sador to India, and political appointee 

Richard Verma to be Deputy Secretary  

of State for Management and Resources.

Nominations have come at a much 

healthier clip. Since the beginning of 

the year, 16 career members of the U.S. 

Foreign Service have been nominated 

for ambassadorships to Micronesia,  

Djibouti, Albania, Georgia, Lebanon, 

Laos, Gabon, Uganda, Sierra Leone, 

Palau, Lithuania, Egypt, Liberia, Soma-

lia, Burundi, and the Organisation for 

the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons. 

Three political appointees have  

been nominated for the positions of 

Under Secretary of State for Public 

Affairs and Public Diplomacy, special 

envoy for North Korean Human Rights, 

and Ambassador at Large for Arctic 

Affairs.

As of mid-April, AFSA is tracking 29 

ambassador vacancies, 14 of which have 

a nominee. The Biden administration 

has nominated 106 career members of 

the Foreign Service versus 67 political 

appointees—a ratio of 61.3 percent to 

38.7 percent.

The people who work for the State Department are this different class. 

They’re for the country in all senses; they give up their entire life. They 

usually speak multiple languages, and they’re positioned all over the world. … 

They’re the first ones in, before any soldiers, before any boots on the ground, 

and they’re the last to leave. It’s a really fascinating job that many 

people just don’t know about.

—Keri Russell, lead actress in the Netflix series “The Diplomat,”  
in an April 11 interview on “The Late Show with Stephen Colbert.”

Contemporary Quote

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_TyABI9o4GM
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2018/09/28/anglo-american-school-in-st-petersburg-closes-after-40-years-a63020
https://nationalsecuritymedia.gwu.edu/project/nathaniel-c-fick-ambassador-at-large-bureau-of-cyberspace-digital-policy/
https://time.com/6240286/marc-fogel-russia-prison-griner/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/04/05/vacant-executive-branch-posts-overhaul/
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F  SJ: In 20 years will a Foreign Service still be 

needed? 

Eagleburger: I don’t know. I can tell you if all the Foreign 

Service is asked to do is be somebody’s postman, then the future is not bright. 

But if we still want people who are immersed enough in somebody else’s 

country and culture that they can give some insights you can’t get from a 

website, then I think there’s still a major role for the Foreign Service and for 

diplomacy.

It’s a question of nuance. You get into a tight negotiation, you’d like to have 

somebody who understands the subtleties—that can make a difference. How 

do you interpret what somebody just said to you? What are their motivations? 

You can’t get that out of a computer.

One question I have: Will the speed at which we now communicate drive out 

thought? I worry about that a lot. Instant answers to instant problems can get 

you in a hell of a lot of trouble.

—Interview with former Secretary of State Lawrence S. Eagleburger,  

winner of AFSA’s 1998 Lifetime Contributions to American Diplomacy 

 Award, excerpted from a profile titled, “The FSO Who Did It All:  

How AFSA Award Winner Larry Eagleburger Went from Career FSO  

to Secretary of State,” in the June 1998 FSJ.

25 Years Ago 

The FSO Who Did It All

State in (Foggy)  
Bottom Five

In their recently released annual report 

on the best places to work in the  

federal government in 2022, the Partner-

ship for Public Service and the Boston 

Consulting Group ranked the State 

Department in the bottom five among  

the largest agencies. 

State placed 13th out of 17 (tied with 

the Department of the Navy), which is the 

same ranking it achieved in 2021. An eval-

uation of its subcomponents found that 

the Bureau of Intelligence and Research 

had the highest engagement score.

Based on employee satisfaction rank-

ings governmentwide and at individual 

departments and agencies, the 2022 data 

found that NASA holds the number one 

position, as it did last year, while the intel-

ligence community ranks third. 

Of the 27 midsize agencies, USAID 

ranks 23rd. The U.S. Agency for Global 

Media, home of Voice of America, ranks 

25th.

Meanwhile, after a banner year in 

2021, the engagement score for the 

Foreign Service Institute saw a significant 

drop, falling from 79.7 to 72.2.

Newest to NATO

On April 4, Finland became the 31st 

and newest member of the trans-

Atlantic security alliance.

At NATO headquarters in Brussels, 

Finnish Foreign Minister Pekka Haavisto 

deposited Finland’s instrument of acces-

sion with the U.S. government, represented 

by Secretary of State Antony Blinken.

Ahead of the flag-raising ceremony, 

NATO Secretary-General Jens Stolten-

berg said in remarks: “I am deeply proud 

to welcome Finland as a full-fledged 

member of our alliance, and I look for-

ward to also welcoming Sweden as soon 

as possible.” 

He noted that Finland’s accession 

shows the world that Russian President 

Vladimir Putin failed to “slam NATO’s 

door shut,” adding: “Instead of less 

NATO, he has achieved the opposite; 

more NATO and our door remains firmly 

open.”

Finland’s accession protocol was 

signed by NATO allies on July 5, 2022, 

after which all 30 national parliaments 

voted to ratify the country’s membership.

Sweden, which has sought to join 

the alliance since Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine, continues to have its accession 

blocked by Hungary and Türkiye. 

Both Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin 

and Secretary-General Stoltenberg have 

said they aim to secure Swedish mem-

bership before July’s NATO summit in 

Vilnius, Lithuania.

The U.S. Needs a  
Better Publicist

In an April 16 opinion piece for The 

Washington Post, former Defense Secre-

tary Robert Gates argues that the U.S. must 

improve a crucial nonmilitary instrument 

of power: telling America’s story. 

Strategic communications and 

engagement with foreign publics and 

leaders are essential to advancing Ameri-

can national interests, he writes, but “the 

country that invented public relations 

is being out-communicated around the 

world by an authoritarian Russia and 

increasingly totalitarian China.”

Gates laments the loss of communica-

tion know-how when the U.S. Information 

Agency, then present in 150 countries, 

was eliminated in 1999. Further, the under 

secretary position created that year in the 

https://bestplacestowork.org/rankings/?view=overall&size=large&category=leadership&
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-june-1998
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/04/15/robert-gates-us-strategic-communications-russia-china/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-finlands-nato-instruments-of-accession-ceremony/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_213448.htm
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/04/19/sweden-nato-membership-us-austin-trip-turkey/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/04/19/sweden-nato-membership-us-austin-trip-turkey/
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State Department to oversee American 

strategic communications and engage-

ment has not had a Senate-confirmed 

occupant 40 percent of the time. The 

position has been vacant for the past five 

years, with its functions overseen by a 

series of acting under secretaries. 

Efforts are instead fragmented among 

14 agencies and 48 commissions, and 

the State Department lacks the necessary 

resources and authority to coordinate.

The solution, says Gates, is not to re-

create USIA; rather, the White House and 

State Department should develop a global 

engagement plan for strategic communi-

cations to advance U.S. national secu-

rity interests, including a road map for 

engaging with foreign publics and leaders 

focused especially on sub-Saharan Africa 

and Latin America. 

Underpinning this plan, he writes, 

“should be a significant expansion of 

people-to-people exchange programs 

that send American musicians, sports  

figures, and artists abroad and bring  

foreign college students to the U.S.,  

with government support for private 

efforts in these areas.”

supervisory leadership, con-

gressional relations, negotia-

tion, presentation skills, and 

working in the interagency.  

Implementation of the 

Core Curriculum is the first 

step in the State Depart-

ment’s broader efforts to foster a culture 

of career-long learning and enhance 

training and professional development 

for its workforce. 

While the Core Curriculum was 

specifically created to address identified 

gaps at the mid-career level, all employ-

ees are encouraged to take appropriate 

training and avail themselves of profes-

sional development opportunities. 

New Island Mission

The U.S. plans to open an embassy in 

the Republic of Vanuatu, the State 

Department announced in a March 31 

press release, as part of an effort to boost 

its presence in the Pacific and counter 

China’s growing influence.

“Establishing U.S. Embassy Port Vila 

would facilitate areas of potential bilateral 

cooperation and development assistance, 

including efforts to tackle the climate 

crisis,” the statement read.

While the U.S. already has diplo-

matic relations with the country, which 

is made up of roughly 80 islands in the 

South Pacific Ocean, currently the chargé 

d’affaires ad interim in Port Moresby is 

accredited to Vanuatu.

Other U.S. embassies are planned in 

the Pacific island nations of Kiribati and 

Tonga, according to Reuters. February 

2023 saw the opening of an embassy in 

the Solomon Islands, less than one year 

after the plan was announced.  n

This edition of Talking Points was  

compiled by Julia Wohlers and Donna 

Scaramastra Gorman.

Fighting disinformation is 

another area the U.S. should 

focus on. Gates writes: “We 

should allocate additional 

resources to the State Depart-

ment’s Global Engagement 

Center, the organization 

responsible for unmasking and discredit-

ing foreign disinformation. These mea-

sures, among others, would give focus to 

our strategic communications efforts.”

FSI Launches  
New Curriculum

As part of Secretary of State Antony 

Blinken’s Modernization Agenda, on 

April 10 the Foreign Service Institute and 

the Bureau of Global Talent Management 

rolled out the new Core Curriculum, a 

series of highly recommended courses 

and mandatory leadership and manage-

ment training. 

The curriculum is designed to bolster 

core diplomatic tradecraft skills among 

mid-career Civil Service and Foreign 

Service professionals.  

The courses cover a variety of essential 

skills, including critical thinking and 

Podcast of the Month: Into Africa	 (https://www.csis.org/podcasts/africa)

I n this podcast from the Center for Strategic and 

International Studies, host and CSIS Africa Pro-

gram Director Mvemba Phezo Dizolele talks with 

policymakers, journalists, and academics in African 

affairs. Using current events on the continent as 

a springboard, the 30-minute episodes dive into 

the cultural, political, and economic forces driving 

change across Africa.

One recent interview on the podcast traces the long-term sources of ten-

sion that led to the current crisis in Sudan, while a March episode analyzes 

the Nigerian presidential election. In February, the podcast covered ways 

African investors can support the region’s creative future.

The appearance of a particular site or podcast is for information only and does not 

constitute an endorsement.

https://www.state.gov/373170-2/core-curriculum
https://www.state.gov/intent-to-open-u-s-embassy-port-vila-republic-of-vanuatu/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us-plans-open-embassy-south-pacific-island-nation-vanuatu-2023-03-31/
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SPEAKING OUT

Standing by Taiwan and Its Democracy
Why Statecraft Is Not Just About Avoiding Conflict 
B Y R O B E R T  S .  WA N G

Robert S. Wang, a retired Foreign Service officer, is a senior associate with  

the Center for Strategic and International Studies and an adjunct professor  

at Georgetown University’s Walsh School of Foreign Service. During a 32-year 

career with the Department of State, Mr. Wang served overseas in Tokyo, Hong 

Kong, Shanghai, Singapore, Taiwan, and Beijing, where he was deputy chief 

of mission from 2011 to 2013. He served as the U.S. senior official for Asia-Pacific Economic 

Cooperation (2013-2015) and retired in 2016. 

A
ccording to the Taiwan Min-

istry of National Defense, 

China’s warplane incursions 

into Taiwan’s air defense 

identification zone (ADIZ) 

nearly doubled in 2022, with a surge 

in fighter jet and bomber sorties, and 

China launching the largest war games 

in decades after a visit by United States 

House Speaker Nancy Pelosi in August. 

China sent 1,727 planes into Taiwan’s 

ADIZ in 2022, compared with around 960 

incursions in 2021 and 380 in 2020. Last 

year also witnessed China’s first use of 

drones, with all 71 reported by Taiwan’s 

military coming after Pelosi’s visit.

Going into 2023, Taiwan reported that 

57 Chinese aircraft and four warships 

were detected near Taiwan on January 9 

as part of joint combat training exercises. 

It said 28 of the aircraft either crossed 

the median line of the Taiwan Strait or 

breached the southwestern perimeter of 

Taiwan’s ADIZ. 

This was the second round of mili-

tary exercises conducted by the Chinese 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA) around 

Taiwan over two weeks since President 

Joe Biden had signed the 2023 National 

Defense Authorization Act into law on 

Dec. 23, authorizing $10 billion in loans to 

Taiwan to buy weapons from the United 

States over the next five years. 

Since then, Taiwan has reported that 

the PLA now conducts military aircraft 

incursions across the median line on an 

almost daily basis and continues to send 

squadrons of fighter jets into Taiwan’s 

ADIZ. 

Heightened Concerns 
China’s rapid escalation of military 

threats against Taiwan has prompted 

a sharp increase in concerns about an 

imminent outbreak of a cross-Strait 

conflict, and many analysts are now urg-

ing the United States to take steps to ease 

tensions and avoid conflict across the 

Taiwan Strait.

For instance, in an October 2022 For-

eign Affairs article, former Deputy Assis-

tant Secretary of State for East Asian and 

Pacific Affairs Thomas J. Christensen and 

a task force of U.S.-China experts argued 

that while the United States needs to adapt 

and strengthen defense preparations to 

deter the PRC, it must also provide assur-

ances to Beijing that the United States 

will not take actions to support Taiwan 

independence. They recommended the 

United States maintain “strategic ambigu-

ity” and “avoid symbolic political gestures 

that needlessly aggravate Beijing.”

In another, more recent Foreign Affairs 

(January-February 2023) article, U.S. ana-

lysts Jude Blanchette and Ryan Hass went 

further, recommending the United States 

not focus narrowly on military solutions 

that escalate tensions with China and 

stoke fear in Taiwan. The United States 

must not back Chinese leader Xi Jinping 

into a corner. 

“The sole metric on which U.S. policy 

should be judged is whether it helps 

preserve peace and stability in the Taiwan 

Strait—not whether it solves the ques-

tion of Taiwan once and for all or keeps 

Taiwan permanently in the United States’ 

camp,” they stated. The United States, they 

said, needs to understand China’s anxiet-

ies and convince Beijing that unification 

belongs to a distant future. 

Finally, Blanchette and Hass argued, 

the United States should resist casting 

the Taiwan problem as a contest between 

authoritarianism and democracy, 

Beijing’s ultimate goal is to create uncer-
tainty about U.S. commitments in order to 
erode the confidence of the Taiwan people.

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/taiwan-long-game-best-solution-jude-blanchette-ryan-hass
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/taiwan-long-game-best-solution-jude-blanchette-ryan-hass
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/how-avoid-war-over-taiwan
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/how-avoid-war-over-taiwan
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because “framing tensions as an ideologi-

cal struggle risks backing China into a 

corner, too,” leading Beijing to conclude 

that its only choice is military action.

In their view, the United States has 

shifted to a policy of countering the threat 

the PRC poses to Taiwan (as reflected in 

President Biden’s repeated statements 

about U.S. commitment to intervene 

militarily on behalf of Taiwan) and “aban-

doned any pretense of acting as a prin-

cipled arbiter committed to preserving the 

status quo and allowing the two sides to 

come to their own peaceful settlement.” 

To evaluate the Biden administration’s 

responses and to determine the best U.S. 

policy in dealing with Beijing’s cross-Strait 

moves and the increased tension, we need 

first to understand the PRC’s strategy.

What Game Is  
Beijing Playing?

As I argued in my June 2021 article in 

these pages (“Countering China’s Intimi-

dation of Taiwan”), given the anticipated 

cost of a full-scale invasion of Taiwan, Bei-

jing’s current cross-Strait strategy appears 

to be following the script of the classic 

Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu. He 

posited that the best way to win a war 

is without fighting it, that is, by employ-

ing tools of coercion and intimidation to 

obtain concessions and, eventually, the 

enemy’s surrender. 

We have seen this strategy play out 

successfully in the case of Hong Kong, 

and it is now being applied against Tai-

wan. Accordingly, I suspect that Beijing 

sees the recent calls in the U.S. to shift 

from open and determined resistance 

to its aggressive actions to a policy of 

understanding Beijing’s “anxieties” and 

providing various assurances to the PRC 

as evidence that its strategy is working.

Biden’s recent statements about 

U.S. commitments to Taiwan and some 

analysts’ demands for greater “strategic 

clarity” in direct response to Beijing’s 

increasingly aggressive threats are now 

being criticized as dangerous and pro-

vocative on the grounds that they may 

provide a “blank check” to advocates of 

Taiwan’s de jure independence, thereby 

provoking rather than deterring a PRC 

attack on Taiwan. 

Significantly, however, in my discus-

sions with Taiwanese political figures and 

analysts from both sides of the aisle dur-

ing recent visits to Taipei, I never encoun-

tered any question as to where the Biden 

administration stood regarding the issue 

of Taiwan independence, especially as 

the October 2022 U.S. National Security 

Strategy clearly reiterated the decades-

long U.S. position: “We oppose any 

unilateral changes to the status quo from 

either side, and do not support Taiwan 

independence.” 

(Rather, in view of the abrupt U.S. 

withdrawal from Afghanistan and the 

current conflict in Ukraine, the ques-

tion most often raised was whether the 

United States would in fact come to the 

assistance of Taiwan in the event of a 

Chinese invasion absent any declaration 

of Taiwan independence.)

Similarly, former House Speaker 

Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan in August 

2022 to underscore the United States’ 

“unwavering commitment to supporting 

Taiwan’s vibrant democracy” has been 

variously criticized as “political,” “gratu-

itous,” and “reckless”—despite the fact 

that the visit had clear precedence, was 

endorsed by both the ruling and opposi-

tion parties in Taiwan, was broadly wel-

comed by the people of Taiwan, and had 

bipartisan support in the U.S. Congress.  

Finally, calls for expanding U.S. military 

capacity in light of China’s rising military 

power are now also being characterized 

as provocative, despite the clear mandate 

under the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) “to 

maintain the capacity of the United States 

to resist any resort to force or other forms 

of coercion that would jeopardize the 

security, or the social or economic system, 

of the people on Taiwan.” 

In fact, the Biden administration has 

not changed long-standing U.S. policy 

and is responding to Beijing’s increas-

ingly aggressive actions. 

Nonetheless, Beijing will continue 

to reject any call to renounce its use of 

force against Taiwan and will continue to 

apply even greater military and political 

pressure with the aim of further raising 

tensions. 

We saw Beijing’s determination in its 

strong military response to the recent 

authorization of $10 billion in loans for 

U.S. arms sales to Taiwan, as well as its 

success in getting Honduras to switch 

diplomatic ties from Taipei to Beijing. 

Beijing’s ultimate goal is to create 

uncertainty about U.S. commitments 

in order to erode the confidence of the 

Taiwan people and, eventually, pressure 

a future Taiwan government into making 

concessions on the issue of reunification 

in an effort to ease tensions and avoid 

conflict.

In fact, the Biden administration has  
not changed long-standing U.S. policy 
and is responding to Beijing’s increasingly 
aggressive actions. 

https://afsa.org/countering-chinas-intimidation-taiwan
https://afsa.org/countering-chinas-intimidation-taiwan
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Dangers of Appeasement
If the “sole metric” of U.S. statecraft 

is indeed to preserve peace and stabil-

ity, then some might consider Beijing’s 

strategy as offering an acceptable solu-

tion. Technically, it could be argued, this 

would allow “the two sides to come to 

their own peaceful settlement,” albeit  

as a result of Beijing’s intimidation. 

It may, after all, take many more  

years before Beijing can actually  

impose a solution in which it is able  

to exercise full control over Taiwan and 

achieve “Chinese reunification.” Mean-

while, this “peaceful settlement” would 

arguably reduce the risk of a major power 

conflict between China and the United 

States, at least over Taiwan and for the 

time being.

In my opinion, however, such an out-

come would be recognized by the people 

in Taiwan and other democracies as the 

United States having wavered not only 

in its commitment to Taiwan but also 

more broadly in its support for demo-

cratic values and the rules-based liberal 

international order. 

Successive U.S. presidents have 

praised Taiwan as “a beacon of democ-

racy” in its remarkable transition from 

autocracy to democracy over the past 

two decades. Despite Beijing’s protesta-

tions, President Biden invited Taiwan 

representatives to attend the Summit for 

Democracy in Washington in 2021. 

For the United States to accept a 

cross-Strait settlement that was clearly 

arrived at under duress will be seen as 

our abandoning not only the people of 

Taiwan, yet again, but also betraying the 

U.S. commitment to democracy. This 

would have a major impact on Japan and 

Korea and other democratic allies, who 

will have good cause to doubt U.S. com-

mitments in the face of a rising China’s 

increasingly aggressive policies.

Moreover, having succeeded in its 

strategy against Hong Kong and at least 

for now Taiwan, Beijing will be embold-

ened to use the same strategy to pursue 

its interests around the region, starting 

with its territorial disputes with Japan 

and other countries in the South China 

Sea. I believe this will eventually lead to 

increased tensions—and perhaps even 

conflict in the region. 

It is also not clear to me whether this 

“peaceful settlement” will continue to be 

accepted by the people of Taiwan, even 

without the support of the United States. 

While a future Taiwan government may 

accept an initial settlement, an increas-

ingly alienated and desperate Taiwan 

population may emerge to resist Chi-

nese efforts to consolidate its hold over 

Taiwan, as we saw in the later years of the 

Ma Ying-jeou administration. 

So the question is: How long will 

peace and stability endure if Beijing  

continues to be able to pursue its  

strategy of intimidation in the region?

Wise Statecraft
My own understanding of modern 

history and diplomatic experience leads 

me to believe that wise statecraft is not 

just about easing tensions and avoid-

ing conflict but also about adhering to 

fundamental values and thinking beyond 

current challenges. 

Hence, I believe the United States 

should first build the capacity, as per the 

TRA, “to resist any resort to force or other 

forms of coercion that would jeopardize 

the security, or the social or economic 

system, of the people on Taiwan.” This 

requires maintaining a credible military 

deterrent in response to Beijing’s increas-

ing military threats.

Beyond this, it is equally critical that 

the United States demonstrate its political 

will to defend Taiwan and its democracy. 

While continuing to make clear its opposi-

tion to “any unilateral changes to the 

status quo from either side,” the United 

States should respond firmly to Beijing’s 

threats in both statements and actions 

(e.g., pledging and strengthening military 

cooperation and further congressional 

engagement to bolster the trust and con-

fidence of the Taiwan people in the U.S. 

commitment). It should also seek more 

broadly to enlist the cooperation of Japan 

and other democratic allies in this effort.

At the same time, the United States 

should strengthen its “extensive, close, 

and friendly commercial, cultural, and 

other relations” with Taiwan (as stated in 

the TRA), for example, by completing a 

substantive bilateral trade agreement as 

soon as possible. 

Last but not least, Washington should 

continue to underscore that the United 

States values Taiwan not just as a military 

or economic asset but also as “a beacon 

of democracy.” It should encourage fur-

ther civil society ties between Taiwan and 

the United States, as well as with other 

democracies around the world.

The ultimate goal is to convince 

Beijing that its only path to Chinese 

reunification is not through coercion but 

through the free and willing consent of 

the people of Taiwan. While such state-

craft may not reduce current tensions, we 

need to make it clear to Chinese leaders 

that the United States and our allies will 

not succumb to its strategy of intimida-

tion now or in the future.  n
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U.S.-AFRICA LEADERS SUMMIT  

ELEVATING THE  
PARTNERSHIP  
WITH AFRICA 

A diplomat with more than 23 years of service to the 

United States, Dana Banks has most recently served 

as special assistant to the president, special adviser for 

the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit, and senior director 

for Africa at the National Security Council, where she 

was responsible for coordinating and leading U.S.-Africa policy for 

the Biden-Harris administration from 2021 to 2023. Prior to that, she 

was deputy director of the Foreign Service Institute’s Leadership and 

Management School’s Division of Executive Development. She has 

also served in Thailand, Haiti, South Africa, Tanzania, and in Togo 

as deputy chief of mission. In Washington, she has served as a senior 

watch officer in the Operations Center, as special assistant to the assis-

tant secretary of State for Africa, and as a desk officer in the Office of 

West African Affairs.

In a robust gathering of U.S. and African leaders from the government,  
private sector, and civil society, the emphasis was on advancing  

priorities through effective partnerships.
B Y DA N A  B A N K S

A
t the second-ever U.S.-Africa Lead-

ers Summit in Washington, D.C. 

(Dec. 13-15, 2022), President Joseph 

R. Biden, Vice President Kamala 

Harris, Secretary of State Antony 

Blinken, and more than 20 Cabinet 

members, heads of U.S. government 

agencies, and members of Congress 

engaged with delegations from 49 

African countries plus the African Union, alongside members of 

civil society, the private sector, and the African diaspora. 

ON U.S. & AFRICA: TOWARD PARTNERSHIPSFOCUS

Africa has one of the world’s fastest-growing populations, 

largest free trade areas, most diverse ecosystems, and one of 

the largest regional voting blocs in the United Nations. By 2050 

Africa will be home to one quarter of the world’s population. 

The continent hosts vast natural resources, including the world’s 

second-largest rainforest and 30 percent of the critical minerals 

needed globally. 

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), once fully 

implemented, will be the fifth-largest economy in the world, 

with a potential combined GDP of more than $3.4 trillion. More-

over, the dynamism, innovation, and economic growth being 

spurred by youth across the African continent is noteworthy;  

it translated into African startups attracting $5 billion in invest-

ment in 2021, even in the midst of a global pandemic.

Thus, as the “U.S. Strategy Toward Sub-Saharan Africa” states: 

“It is impossible to meet this era’s defining challenges without 

African contributions and leadership.” This is the framework 

I worked with in etching out the vision for the strategy at the 

National Security Council and, subsequently, as I led the 

organization and coordination of the summit. The U.S.-Africa 

Leaders Summit cell coordinated with robust interagency teams 

of talented, dedicated colleagues in crafting an event with the 

overarching goal to deepen our partnership with African coun-

tries, institutions, and peoples. 

One of the most vital aspects of our Foreign Service tra-

decraft is building relationships, which ultimately result in 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/U.S.-Strategy-Toward-Sub-Saharan-Africa-FINAL.pdf
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partnerships that advance mutually beneficial goals, such as 

improving lives and livelihoods, promoting economic growth, 

or advancing democratic values. It is a humbling yet critical 

task for U.S. national security interests with our African part-

ners. And with stakes as high as they are, one may wonder how 

the summit would advance U.S. policy priorities in Africa. 

Let’s start at the beginning.

The Road to the Summit
During his first trip to Africa as Secretary of State, in Novem-

ber 2021, Secretary Blinken affirmed that “Africa will shape the 

future—and not just the future of the African people, but of the 

world.” He also conveyed President Biden’s intention to host 

the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit in 2022; eight months later, in 

virtual remarks to the Corporate Council on Africa’s U.S.-Africa 

Business Summit in Morocco in July 2022, Vice President Harris 

announced the dates.

“This Summit will demonstrate our enduring commitment to 

our African partners ... will be based on mutual respect, shared 

interests and values ... and a critical element will be to bolster 

our economic relationship,” stated Vice President Harris. Her 

remarks were accompanied by a concrete demonstration of the 

administration’s intentions, the presence of senior leadership 

from 10 U.S. government agencies, including Millennium Chal-

lenge Corporation CEO Alice Albright, U.S. Trade and Devel-

opment Agency Director Enoh Ebong, U.S. African Develop-

ment Foundation CEO Travis Adkins, and a delegation of U.S. 

institutional investors who manage more than a trillion dollars 

in assets seeking investment on the continent. 

The vice president’s public announcement of the dates also 

set the stage for interagency collaboration and stakeholder 

consultations to commence in earnest as we prepared for the 

summit. As special adviser for the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit,  

I led my team in conducting extensive consultative sessions with 

members of Congress, the African diplomatic corps, members 

of the American and African private sectors, members of civil 

society, and the African diaspora to feed into the interagency 

policy process. The aim was to craft a set of discussion topics that 

would speak to the president’s vision with clearly defined objec-

tives, concrete deliverables, and innovative elements—with an 

emphasis on partnership. 

That collaborative process netted agreement on thematic 

sessions that focused on shared priorities, including new 

themes and topics that had emerged since the first summit, in 

2014: for instance, the role of civil society; the strength of our 

African diaspora; health security and improved health systems; 

climate change, adaptation, and a just energy transition; peace, 

security, and governance; global food security and food systems 

resilience; digital transformation; and even cooperation on 

space exploration. 
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U.S. President  
Joe Biden (center) 
and African leaders 
at the U.S.-Africa 
Leaders Summit in 
Washington, D.C.,  
on Dec. 15, 2022. 
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The first day focused on the role of civil society and the 

African diaspora, with seven fora on topics ranging from a 

ministerial on the African Growth and Opportunity Act to 

cooperation on space, health security, peace and security, and 

climate adaptation and a just energy transition. The second day 

was devoted wholly to the U.S.-Africa Business Forum, focused 

on advancing two-way trade and investment. The third day was 

reserved for heads of state discussions, focused on the African 

Union’s Agenda 2063 document (“The Africa We Want,” the 

organization’s development goals for the 100th anniversary of its 

founding); greater cooperation with African partners in multilat-

eral fora; and food security on the continent. 

Even more crucial than the discussion topics was who  

would speak and when. Ensuring all invited heads of state were 

able to engage meaningfully during one of the sessions over the 

three days, while also securing U.S. Cabinet officials and senior-

level participation, became a true test of diplomatic negotiation 

skills. While there was no guarantee everyone would be pleased 

with the speaking schedule, we reached agreement on a roster 

that fostered robust discussions on shared priorities. In fact, the 

engagements extended beyond the confines of 

the summit sessions into a series of “partner 

events,” many of them substantive. The summit 

created an environment in which stakeholders 

congregated to take advantage of the presence 

of 50 delegations from Africa to participate in  

a full schedule of events and social engage-

ments throughout the week, further advancing 

summit goals.

Five heads of state were not invited: Either 

the African Union had suspended them because 

of recent military takeovers in their countries 

(Guinea, Sudan, Mali, Burkina Faso) or the U.S 

does not have full diplomatic relations (Eritrea). 

Delivering on Deliverables
The clear message from our partners in 

planning the summit was that its success 

would be measured largely by the achieve-

ment of tangible and significant deliverables. 

Along those lines, President Biden committed 

to work with Congress to invest $55 billion 

A
D

A
M

 S
C

H
U

LT
Z

 /
 T

H
E

 W
H

IT
E

 H
O

U
S

E

President Joe Biden delivers 
closing remarks at the U.S.-
Africa Business Forum on 
Dec. 14, 2022, at the Walter 
E. Washington Convention 
Center in Washington, D.C. 

The engagements extended 
beyond the confines of the 
summit sessions into a 
series of “partner events,” 
many of them substantive.

From left: White House Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre, actor Idris Elba, Nigerian 
American actress Yvonne Orji, and U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Linda 
Thomas-Greenfield pose for a photo during the summit’s fireside chat at the Walter 
E. Washington Convention Center in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 13, 2022.
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over the next three years toward developing renewable energy 

projects and health care systems, increasing trade and invest-

ment, expanding internet access and literacy, increasing food 

supply, strengthening democratic institutions, and improving 

security. 

We crafted and negotiated a vision statement with African 

Union leadership that outlined the contours of the strengthened 

partnership, reaffirming our commitment to work collaboratively 

with African governments, businesses, and publics to realize the 

vision. Among the extensive new and existing deliverables were  

a core set of announcements. 

• President Biden announced support for a permanent  

African Union seat on the G20, furthering the commitment to 

more inclusive and responsive international institutions. 

• Vice President Harris announced more than $100 million 

toward the expansion of the Young African Leaders Initiative 

(YALI) to support youth and innovation across the continent, 

while also drawing on support from the private sector, the  

diaspora, and educational institutions. 
Senegalese Foreign Minister Aïssata Tall Sall (left) with the 
author at the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit in December 2022.
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https://www.afspa.org/aip/life/?utm_source=fsj&utm_medium=halfpagead&utm_campaign=life&utm_id=june23


• Vice President Harris announced the historic creation of 

the President’s Advisory Council on African Diaspora Engage-

ment in the United States, a vehicle to realize the commitment 

to strengthening cultural, social, political, and economic ties 

between U.S. government officials, African communities, and 

the diaspora in the United States. 

• U.S. Trade Representative Ambassador Katherine Tai 

signed a memorandum of understanding with Secretary-

General Wamkele Mene of the AfCFTA Secretariat to promote 

equitable, sustainable, and inclusive trade and attract further 

U.S. investment on the continent.

• The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) announced 

its first-ever regional compact to the tune of $504 million  

with the governments of Benin and Niger, supporting regional 

economic integration, trade, and cross-border collaboration.  

At the summit, MCC also announced compact eligibility for  

The Gambia and Togo and threshold eligibility for Mauritania.

• Not least, in an innovative and promising move, President 

Biden named retired Career Ambassador Johnnie Carson to be 

Special Presidential Representative for Summit Implementa-

tion, to coordinate follow-up, including a dialogue on future 

summits, and ensure delivery of the deliverables.

Investment and Innovation Emphasized 
Because the strongest demand signal we received during our 

consultation process concerned mobilizing the power of the 

American private sector to expand broad-based economic oppor-

tunity in Africa, the entire second day was dedicated to the U.S.-
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Africa Business Forum. President Biden invited CEOs and private 

sector leadership from more than 300 U.S. and African companies 

to catalyze investment in the critical sectors: health, infrastructure, 

energy, agribusiness, and digital infrastructure and access.

The Department of Commerce partnered with the U.S. Cham-

ber of Commerce and the Corporate Council on Africa to bring 

both American and African CEOs together with heads of state to 

make connections, finalize current deals, and spawn future busi-

ness deals. President Biden announced more than $15 billion in 

new trade and investment deals from American companies with 

partners on the continent. 

As part of the business forum and elsewhere, the focus on 

innovation, the expansion of digital access and development, 

and the dynamic role of the African diaspora clearly spoke to 

important elements of an updated 21st-century partnership. 

Secretary Blinken hosted an “Innovators Gathering” with more 

than 250 young entrepreneurs, investors, diaspora celebrities, 

and local government officials such as actors Idris Elba, Yvonne 

Orji, African entrepreneur Tony Elumelu, and New York City 

Mayor Eric Adams, as well as virtual remarks from former Presi-

dent Barack Obama, who established YALI under his tenure. 

The structure of the event amplified the U.S. commitment to 

investing in Africa’s next generation to further the innovation 

currently transforming the continent while harnessing the power 

of public-private partnerships in bolstering trade and investment 

opportunities. Further, with new technologies changing the way 

Africans live and work, President Biden announced the launch 

of the Digital Transformation with Africa initiative focused on 

building an open, interoperable, reliable, and secure internet led 

by African communities. 

As the “U.S. Strategy Toward Sub-Saharan Africa” acknowl-

edges: “Our African diaspora is a source of strength. It includes 

African Americans, and nearly two million African immigrants 

who maintain close familial, social, and economic connections 

to the continent ... the African immigrant population is among 

the most educated and prosperous communities in the United 

States.” The African and Diaspora Young Leaders Forum, held on 

the first day of the summit with more than 300 diaspora members 

involved, reflected the commitment to strengthening the dia-

logue between U.S. officials and the diaspora in the United States. 

The View Ahead
In the few short months since the summit, there have been 

five U.S. government high-level trips to the continent, includ-

ing Vice President Harris, First Lady Jill Biden, Secretaries 

Blinken and Yellen, and Ambassador Thomas-Greenfield, and 

Secretary of State Antony Blinken congratulates Innovation  
First Place Winner Health-botics Limited of Nigeria at a 
reception for African innovators as part of the U.S.-Africa 
Leaders Summit at the U.S. Department of State in Washington, 
D.C., on Dec. 12, 2022. 
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Secretary Blinken hosted 
an “Innovators Gathering” 
with more than 250 young 
entrepreneurs, investors, 
diaspora celebrities, and 
local government officials.

President Biden committed to traveling to the continent this 

year. During her March visit to Lusaka, Zambia, Vice President  

Harris announced another $7 billion in new private sector and 

U.S. government commitments to climate resilience, adapta-

tion, and mitigation in Africa.

The reality is that U.S. engagement with the continent is 

enduring and has persisted for decades, from the early days 

of Peace Corps through extensive people-to-people study 

and exchange programs, health programs such as the U.S. 

President’s Plan for Aids Relief (PEPFAR) and the President’s 

Malaria Initiative, MCC, YALI, Power Africa, and Prosper 

Africa, to name just a few. The summit served to put a finer 

point on that engagement, particularly at a moment when our 

global interconnectedness, in both challenges and opportu-

nities, is abundantly clear. From global health to economic 

growth, to food security, to global peace and security, the 

import of the African continent not only to U.S. foreign policy 

but also to our national security is undeniable. 

The 2022 U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit has prompted a shift 

in fostering inclusive partnerships with our African counter-

parts that will generate beneficial outcomes for future genera-

tions of African and U.S. citizens.  n

https://www.peakeinc.com/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/03/31/fact-sheet-vice-president-harris-announces-over-7-billion-in-private-sector-and-u-s-government-commitments-to-promote-climate-resilience-adaptation-and-mitigation-across-africa/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/03/31/fact-sheet-vice-president-harris-announces-over-7-billion-in-private-sector-and-u-s-government-commitments-to-promote-climate-resilience-adaptation-and-mitigation-across-africa/
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Ambassador Herman J. Cohen, a retired FSO, directed 

the State Department’s Office of Central African 

Affairs from 1967 to 1974. After three years as political 

counselor in Paris (1974-1977), he was named ambas-

sador to Senegal and The Gambia, based in Dakar, 

where he served from 1977 to 1980. He then returned to Washington 

to serve as principal deputy assistant secretary of State (PDAS) for 

intelligence and research (1980-1984) and PDAS for personnel (1984-

1987). In 1987 he was appointed as special assistant to the president 

and senior director for Africa at the National Security Council, a posi-

tion he held for two years. 

     Amb. Cohen is the author of three books: Intervening in Africa: 

Superpower Peacemaking in a Troubled Continent (Macmillan, 

2000), The Mind of the African Strong Man: Conversations with  

Dictators, Statesmen, and Father Figures (New Academia, 2015),  

and U.S. Policy Toward Africa: Eight Decades of Realpolitik (Lynne 

Rienner Publishers, 2020). He is the 2019 recipient of AFSA’s award  

for Lifetime Contributions to American Diplomacy.

The energy sector, broadly defined,  
offers enormous scope for investment  

and economic development as  
U.S. constructive engagement in  

Africa deepens. As always, however,  
the proof will be in the pudding.

B Y H E R M A N  J .  C O H E N T
he second U.S.-Africa Leaders Sum-

mit took place in Washington, D.C., in 

December 2022 after nearly a decade. 

The Biden administration’s policy 

statement emphasized human rights, 

good governance, food security, 

peace, and a favorable environment 

for private sector investments. The 

summit’s focus was on extending  

and deepening the partnership between the U.S. and Africa.

The first summit, hosted by President Barack Obama in 2014 

and themed “Investing in the Next Generation,” had focused on 

trade and investment in Africa and highlighted America’s com-

mitment to Africa’s security, its democratic development, and 

its people. Representing the U.S. Corporate Council on Africa 

there, I attended the session in which African leaders met with 

representatives of the American business community and have 

a vivid memory of President Obama scolding the Africans with 

statements like, “You must get rid of corruption.” 

Yet despite the tough rhetoric, in the following years U.S.-

Africa relations continued much as before, with annual foreign 

aid budgets around $7 billion. Although the African Growth 

and Opportunity Act, which had been enacted in the year 2000, 

continued to give African countries duty-free entry for their 

manufactured products, only the Republics of South Africa and 

Senegal and the Kingdom of Lesotho have been able to take 

advantage of it. At the same time, however, the Millennium 

Challenge Corporation (MCC) established in 2004 and USAID’s 

ON U.S. & AFRICA: TOWARD PARTNERSHIPSFOCUS

DEEPENING WORKING
RELATIONSHIPS  

IN AFRICA 
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Power Africa initiative established in 2013 have made steady 

progress in constructively engaging with Africa.

This second summit—in mobilizing officials, businesspeople, 

and civil society to address a wide range of old and new topics, in 

emphasizing “partnership” at every level, in increasing develop-

ment assistance, and in cementing deals—appears to have quali-

tatively advanced the working relationship. As always, the proof 

will be in the pudding.

Energy and the Environment Prospects
The second day’s U.S.-Africa Business Forum, hosted by 

the Commerce Department, emphasized matchmaking. A 

“Deal Room” was set up to foster agreements between U.S. and 

African business representatives. Significantly, President Biden 

announced more than $15 billion in new two-way trade and 

investment commitments, deals, and partnerships at the forum. 

There were sessions on climate adaptation, health cooperation, 

a just energy transition, and cooperation in civil and commercial 

space research. And new agreements were reached that give 

momentum to energy and agricultural projects. 

President Biden and President Felix Tshisekedi of the Demo-

cratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) have agreed, for example, 

on preserving the rain forest of the Congo Basin. In addition to 

the DRC, the Congo Basin includes Equatorial Guinea, Camer-

oon, the Republic of Congo, the Central African Republic, and 

Angola. This forest is the second-largest CO
2
-absorbing “lung” in 

the world, after the Amazon. Until mid-2022, Chinese loggers in 

the Congo forest were shipping wood to China, and Congolese 

farmers were cutting trees to make room for agriculture required 

by population increase. Now tree cutting has stopped while U.S. 

and Congolese experts work to develop a system of conservation 

within limited commercial operations. 

The energy sector, broadly defined, offers enormous scope for 

investment and economic development. Most African house-

holds continue to prepare meals with charcoal, which contrib-

utes to the cutting of rainforests. A major effort is underway to 

expand the use of gas, which produces far less CO
2
 than coal, for 

the preparation of meals. Gas canisters for meal preparation are 

currently the rule in South Africa, Botswana, and Namibia. 

Since the year 2010, significant gas deposits have been dis-

covered near offshore in both West and East Africa. The deposits 

are measured upward of 40 trillion cubic feet in each region. 

They are currently being developed to produce liquid natural gas 

(LNG) that will replace dirty coal for the generation of electric-

ity. In northern Mozambique, in the province of Cabo Delgado, 

offshore gas is processed into LNG, which will be used by private 

companies to generate electricity. A U.S. company, Anglo Eurasia 

of Houston, Texas, has received a permit from the Mozambican 

government to invest in a power plant in the province to produce 

electricity from LNG derived from offshore gas. This power will be 

sold to southern Malawi, Zambia, and South Africa, all of whom 

had serious power deficits as of the end of 2022.

Power Africa, a USAID program promoting private invest-

ments in power generation in sub-Saharan Africa that will 

amount to 30,000 megawatts (MW) by 2030, has become another 

major facilitator for economic development partnerships. I have 
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The KivuWatt power project in Rwanda is unusual and important ecologically.
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personally worked on negotiations to create five new power 

plants in Africa for the company Contour Global. Three of these 

plants are in Nigeria; one is in Togo and one in Rwanda.

The power plant in Rwanda is particularly interesting. It 

utilizes gas that is in suspension in Lake Kivu as fuel. The gas 

seeps up from the lake bottom. The company pipes the gas from 

a floating barge to the power plant on shore. Besides supplying 

power, the plant is of critical importance ecologically. If the gas 

is not extracted from the lake, the gas buildup will cause a major 

explosion at some point during the next hundred years. Such an 

explosion happened in 1986 in Lake Nyos in northwest Camer-

oon, killing 1,746 people and 3,500 livestock.

Renewables and Food Security
There is also significant potential for renewable energy in 

Africa. Of particular significance is the Grand Inga hydroelectric 

complex on the Congo River, approximately 50 miles from the 

Atlantic Ocean port of Boma. The complex now consists of two 

power plants—Inga 1 and Inga 2, completed in 1972 and 1982, 

respectively—and is currently producing 1,100 MW, with 500 MW 

flowing to the Southern African Power Pool switch in Zambia. 

The DC transmission line was financed in 1992 with a loan from 

Bankers Trust guaranteed by the U.S. Overseas Private Invest-

ment Corporation.

The complete Grand Inga project envi-

sions adding six more power plants to the 

complex, bringing total capacity to more 

than 40,000 MW and making it the world’s 

largest hydroelectric project. The second 

phase involves construction of a third 

plant, Inga 3, which is slated to increase 

power output by about 4,000 MW. All the 

inhabitants of the district where the Inga 

3 plant is sited were relocated in the year 

2000. As of 2022, the planning for con-

struction of the third plant was being done 

by Spanish private contractors.

Though the overall Grand Inga project 

was discussed at the summit, there 

appears to be no prospect for financing 

the third and last phase in the foreseeable 

future. The second phase, construction of 

Inga 3, however, was of particular interest 

because it would make electricity available 

to the entire central African subregion. The 

USAID office Power Africa is available to 

facilitate potential American power company investments. 

Other sources of renewable energy are wind and solar, both 

abundant in different Africa subregions. Because wind does 

not blow all the time, and because the sun does not shine at 

night, batteries are required for energy storage. Storage batter-

ies require the minerals cobalt and lithium, both of which are 

abundant in Africa. As of 2022, lithium mines were under devel-

opment in Zimbabwe, Namibia, Ghana, Democratic Republic 

of the Congo, and Mali. The DRC has the second-largest known 

deposit of cobalt after Russia. In general, Africa is potentially 

very strong in renewables—provided the necessary financing 

becomes available. 

The last day of the summit, devoted to leaders sessions, 

closed with a discussion on partnering to promote food 

security and food systems resilience. Food security in Africa 

is precarious because so much of the food Africans consume 

originates abroad, where unexpected events occasionally cause 

supply interruptions. A good example is the Russian invasion 

of Ukraine in early 2022. In normal times, Ukraine supplies 40 

percent of the wheat that Africa uses to make bread. During the 

first three months of 2022, Russia was able to prevent Ukrai-

nian ships from transiting the Crimea straits, thereby cutting 

Africa off from its major source of wheat. After the international 

media cast blame on Russia, grain shipments were resumed 
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Improvements in operations and infrastructure at Benin’s Port of Cotonou supported 
by the Millennium Challenge Corporation are opening up the economic potential of 
the region. Inset: Map showing the beneficially affected countries.
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under an agreement brokered by the United Nations and Tür-

kiye for safe Black Sea export of Ukrainian grain.

After international food shipments arrive in African ports, 

however, there are often problems with storage and road trans-

portation. The Republic of Madagascar, an island, is noteworthy 

for its food storage and transportation issues. Many other African 

nations suffer from the same logistical problems.

Moving Toward Partnerships
In several public statements, President Biden has stressed that 

respect for human rights and democracy are at the core of his for-

eign policy. These issues play a role in Africa mainly in implemen-

tation of the programs of the Millennium Challenge Corporation, 

established with strong bipartisan backing during the administra-

tion of President George W. Bush. The MCC judges the eligibil-

ity of countries against a list of established criteria decided by 

independent nongovernmental organizations, including respect 

for human rights and democracy.

The issues of democracy and good governance are possibly the 

most difficult to evaluate. The American government democracy 

institutes, the National Democratic Institute and the International 

Republican Institute, have determined that two consecutive trans-

parent, free, and fair elections, as witnessed by impartial observ-

ers, qualify a government as democratic. The African governments 

that have achieved the designation “democracy” are the same as 

those that have qualified for Millennium Challenge Corporation 

compacts.

In the first year of the program, eight African countries were 

declared eligible. Compacts were negotiated that determined 

how the recipient countries would use large sums of money. The 

West African Republic of Benin was one of the first countries to 

sign a compact with the MCC, in 2006. The five-year, $307 million 

compact with the Government of Benin aimed to increase invest-

ments and private sector activity through the implementation of 

four projects: (1) increase access to land through more secure and 

useful land tenure; (2) expand access to financial services through 

grants given to micro, small, and medium enterprises; (3) provide 

access to justice by bringing courts closer to rural populations; 

and (4) improve access to markets by eliminating physical and 

procedural constraints currently hindering the flow of goods 

through the Port of Cotonou. 

Successful elimination of constraints hindering the flow of 

goods through the Port of Cotonou has been, in my view, the 

most effective part of the Benin compact. Because of the port’s 

increased efficiency, especially the elimination of long wait-

ing time in the port, the West African private sector has shifted 

much of its cargos to Benin. At the December summit, the MCC 

announced Benin’s first regional compact, with Niger, a $504 

million grant to improve the trade corridor between Cotonou and 

Niger’s capital city, Niamey.

Other African countries that have signed compacts with the 

MCC include Cabo Verde, Ghana, Lesotho, Mali, Morocco, and 

Mozambique. MCC investments in Mozambique fisheries have 

made that country a major exporter of fish products, including 

a weekly lobster/shrimp flight to nourish the restaurants of New 

York. 

U.S.-Africa relations are also active in the military sector. 

The Africa Center for Strategic Studies, situated in the National 

Defense University, had a special meeting of African military 

leaders during the summit designed to enhance professionalism 

within the African militaries.

Finally, the Development Finance Corporation, formerly the 

Overseas Private Investment Corporation, is giving guarantees to 

American companies investing in Africa. Including guarantees 

against expropriation and natural disasters, this initiative is a sub-

stantial incentive for private sector investment.

Did the 2022 U.S.-Africa summit make a difference in U.S.-

Africa relations? On the American side, the word “partnership” 

served as the key to the American vision. The signal sent to the 

Africans by that word was that the U.S. will no longer view Africa 

as a charity case. U.S. funding must be matched by African politi-

cal and economic reforms, honestly implemented, that justify the 

American taxpayers’ efforts.

Now for the hard part.  n

Millennium Challenge Corporation CEO Alice Albright, U.S. 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken (top center), President of 
Benin Patrice Talon (top left), and President of Niger Mohamed 
Bazoum (top right) sign documents during the U.S.-Africa 
Leaders Summit at the Walter E. Washington Convention Center 
in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 14, 2022.
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15 years. His writing has appeared in Foreign Policy, 
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Twitter @KehindeTogun. 

     Maria Kisumbi is the director of policy and govern-

ment relations at Humanity United. She co-leads the 

policy and government relations team that is respon-

sible for influencing governments and multilateral 

institutions in pursuit of policy change and regulatory 

action that cultivate the conditions for enduring peace and freedom. 

Connect with her on Twitter @MariaJKisumbi.

Civil society organizations, viewed with skepticism 
in some African countries and slighted at the 

summit, can play a vital role in development efforts.
B Y K E H I N D E  TO G U N  A N D  M A R I A  K I S U M B I

I
n December 2022, the Biden-Harris administration 

hosted the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit—the first such 

convening of African heads of state in the United States 

since 2014. The summit occurred against the backdrop 

of the administration’s new Africa strategy, released in 

August 2022, which seeks to reframe U.S.-Africa rela-

tions as a partnership. It also seeks to move away from 

the perception of Africa as a pawn in the United States’ 

strategic competition with China. With the strategy 

and the summit, the administration has been intentional about 

leaving behind decades of finger-wagging at African leaders and 

a Western “savior” mindset toward African people. 

Instead, the summit sought to create opportunities for African 

leaders to engage on equal footing with U.S. government officials. 

The administration also made several meaningful commitments 

ON U.S. & AFRICA: TOWARD PARTNERSHIPSFOCUS

A KEY TO
SUCCESS 

ENGAGING 
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to the continent, as well as “smaller” initiatives likely to pay  

positive dividends: to strengthen African democratic transi-

tions, to improve civilian oversight of the security sector, and to 

increase labor rights for women in the workplace. There were 

also significant deals brokered between African governments 

and the U.S. private sector.

The vast majority of participants and observers agree that the 

summit was more substantive and more successful than many 

of us anticipated. Of course, the true measure of success isn’t 

the number of promises made. It’s how well the administration 

honors its commitments, as well as how many benefits African 

citizens are able to reap as a result of the summit and the agree-

ments coming out of it. 

In that regard, the summit’s biggest failing is of great concern 

because it could imperil the very success the administration is 

after. Despite all the pomp and circumstance surrounding the 

event, African civil society and civil society organizations (CSOs)

in the U.S. working on Africa were largely sidelined. 

A Critical Failing
No doubt there was an effort to include civil society. The 

first day of the summit included a civil society forum hosted at 

the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) with lots of interest-

ing conversations. That forum was held in parallel with other 

events at the Walter E. Washington Convention Center (the 

main summit location), including African youth and diaspora 

forums. Because each event was by invitation only, the vast 

majority of Africa-focused civil society representatives were 

invited exclusively to the civil society forum at USIP. Instead, 

many civil society organizations ended up hosting their 

own side events to elevate their specific issues. Ultimately, it 

seemed the African civil society leaders—the ones who will 

hold their governments accountable for ensuring citizens 

benefit from the summit commitments—were cordoned off in 

one building (at USIP) while most of the action happened at 

the convention center. 

Further, several of the important events, including a Peace, 

Security, and Governance Forum—also on the first day—fea-

tured African heads of state talking at the audience instead of 

having a real dialogue. The Business Forum on the second day 

was a company-to-government affair, with little effort to allow 

civil society in the room or to know what deals were being 

made, much less offer input or introduce concerns of the con-

stituents they represent.

In an era of shrinking civic space on the African continent, the 

inadequate platforming of civil society was a missed opportunity. 

In a number of African nations, laws and regulations are being 

enacted to restrict CSOs’ operations and fundamental human 

rights; civic engagement and freedom of speech are also under-

mined, and CSO leaders and activists face frequent arrests and 

attacks. In addition, some African governments view civil society 

with general suspicion and skepticism. 

The summit could have been an opportunity for the U.S. to 

emphasize to African heads of state the importance with which 

we view civil society engagement and the need to promote a 

conducive environment for CSOs to meaningfully participate in 

domestic and regional policy processes. Finding ways to include 

civil society on the same stage as African heads of state during 

these high-stakes events can help send a message that the U.S. 

believes they’re an essential part of the governance architecture.

Admittedly, planning a summit is hard, and the administra-

tion was never going to please everyone. Many Africa experts 

hope that the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit becomes a regular 

occurrence and that it doesn’t take another decade for the next 

one. Ideally, in the future the U.S. administration will treat civil 

society as an equal leg of the stool, along with the private sec-

tor and government. This can be done by strengthening CSO 

engagement prior to future summits. For example, in advance 

of this summit, our organization, Humanity United, partnered 

with Amnesty International USA and the National Democratic 

Institute to co-chair a working group of Africa-based and Africa-

focused CSOs in the U.S., representing the different regions 

within the continent. 

This diverse group of organizations remains willing to find 

ways to continue collaborating more closely with various U.S. 

government entities. The group also released a series of recom-

mendations on areas in which the administration should focus 

its engagement with the continent, including democratic gov-

ernance, rule of law, human rights, African futures, and shared 

prosperity. 

In an era of shrinking 
civic space on the African 
continent, the inadequate 
platforming of civil society  
was a missed opportunity.
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The message that trade and 
investment trumps human 
rights violations will only 
make it harder for the U.S. 
to achieve its goal of having 
Africa succeed.

Form a Brain Trust, Prioritize Human Rights
Beyond the summit, U.S. embassies in Africa and the African 

Union Economic, Social and Cultural Council can play their 

own parts in identifying community- and national-level African 

CSOs that can form a brain trust as advisory partners. Such a 

brain trust can contribute toward shaping the agenda for future 

engagements, help identify which elements of the current com-

mitments would yield the greatest success, or what aspects of 

current commitments are most lacking and need bolstering to 

garner support from their respective constituents. Establish-

ing these kinds of brain trusts will contribute toward fostering 

and consolidating partnerships between the U.S. government, 

African leaders, and CSOs—and thereby create opportunities for 

dialogue as the summit moves to implementation. 

The lack of emphasis on human rights was another failing of 

the December summit. Prioritizing human rights, a principle 

the Biden-Harris administration has rhetorically championed, 

seemed a tertiary concern. In particular, when President Biden 

has photo ops with African dictators and the U.S. Secretary of 

State is seen shaking hands with the Ethiopian prime minister, 

whose government was until recently carrying out war crimes at 

home, the U.S. is sending an unfortunate, albeit perhaps unin-

tentional, message. 

The message that trade and investment trumps human rights 

violations will only make it harder for the U.S. to achieve its goal 

of having Africa succeed and creating a true partnership. The 

Biden-Harris administration’s 2022 National Security Strategy 

places a global political order built on respect for universal 

human rights, and a global economy that provides opportunity 

for all, as fundamental to its national security interests. This 

means that beyond the fanfare of summitry, Foreign Service 

officers (FSOs) who represent the United States abroad must 

continue to have these conversations at post and emphasize to 

their counterparts that trade and investment in Africa will thrive 

only when there is good governance that includes solid human 

rights protections. 

We all acknowledge that senior U.S. officials will visit 

countries—and meet with their leaders—where human rights 

records are questionable. However, arranging for these senior 

officials to also meet with civil society leaders and human rights 

defenders in the country makes a statement that the U.S. gov-

ernment takes them seriously. It also bolsters activists’ efforts in 

the long term if they’re in environments where they can safely 

seek meetings with their own government officials. 

There’s no doubt that the State Department does a lot to 

support activists behind the scenes. Many of them tell us they 

would also like to see the U.S. more vociferous in public sup-

port. During the summit, for example, along with some other 

civil society organizations (e.g., Amnesty International USA, 

Human Rights Watch, and Project on Middle East Democracy), 

we held a daylong “Africa Human Rights Leaders Summit.” 

The bravery with which these activists carry out their work is 

inspiring. Each of them said the U.S. government is an effective 

listener but doesn’t act often enough on their requests. In this 

area, FSOs and colleagues in Washington, D.C., can better trian-

gulate what actions would be most effective. They can also use 

the civil society in Washington to better understand nuances 

and what levers our partners on the ground are seeking to have 

the U.S. government pull. 

Toward a Full Partnership
As the dust settles on the summit, it would also be useful 

for FSOs to become intentional about supporting multisectoral 

dialogue outside embassy walls. This kind of dialogue can cata-

lyze partnerships that are intended in the spirit of the National 

Security Strategy and the U.S.-Africa Strategy. They can also 

help bring greater clarity on private sector commitments to the 

respective African governments. Taking these actions now and 

before the next summit might strengthen CSO engagement with 

businesses that could pay dividends in the business forum of 

future summits. So, too, would the United States being explicit 

about ensuring that human rights protections are built into trade 

and investment discussions. 

We hope the Biden-Harris administration continues efforts 

to prioritize Africa in a way that includes African people and not 

only their elected leaders. A full partnership would fully embody 

the “Africa Matters” mantra, and a multisectoral approach can 

help ensure success of the various commitments the U.S. has and 

will make to the continent.  n
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U.S. business ties to Africa are poised 
for takeoff, but success will depend on 
commercial diplomacy getting a boost.

B Y S C OT T  E I S N E R T
he 2022 U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit 

and Business Forum, bringing U.S. and 

African business executives, policy-

makers, and heads of state together 

after almost a decade, showed the 

world that the United States sees Africa 

as an equal partner with a shared 

vision. This second summit not only 

revived and deepened the great expec-

tations inspired by its predecessor; the astounding convening 

power from the public and private sectors on display at the sum-

mit marks it as a turning point. 

Regaining Momentum 
Following that first summit, a new level of interest in African 

markets emerged from corporate America. Iconic brands like GE, 

IBM, John Deere, and Caterpillar, to name a few, began to see 

their bottom lines grow upon expanding into Africa’s competitive 

business landscape. At last, the U.S. had decided to engage African 

markets on the terms they wanted to discuss (i.e., investment, job 

creation, and economic growth) and was at the top of its game 

regarding African relations. As a result, the business community 

began to understand the continent in new terms, and competitors 

from Asia, the Middle East, and Europe saw us in a new light. 

But just as we were beginning to hit our stride with the 

announcement of negotiations over a free trade agreement with 

ON U.S. & AFRICA: TOWARD PARTNERSHIPSFOCUS
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Kenya in 2020, the pandemic hit. In terms of the human toll of 

COVID-19, much of the continent fared better than the rest of 

the world, but economically it suffered like the rest. Across the 

continent, we saw a significant economic slowdown, businesses 

shuttering, and mass job losses. Tourism declined, supply chains 

were scrambled, and many countries had to assume heavy debt. 

Amid the pandemic, leadership changes in the U.S. blew us 

further off course.  

After the pandemic, African economies reawakened, buoyed 

by the promises of the African Continental Free Trade Area 

(AfCFTA). The U.S. business community has taken note of its vast 

potential: a colossal single market for goods and services cover-

ing 54 countries with a combined GDP of $3.4 trillion. 

On the margins of the 2022 U.S.-Africa Leaders Forum, the 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce signed a memorandum of under-

standing with the AfCFTA—the only business organization 

in the world to do so—to ensure that the voice of American 

business is reflected in the final negotiated objectives. Signs 

of progress remain on the U.S.-Africa bilateral trade agenda as 

exemplified by the Biden administration’s agreement in July 

2022 to continue talks with the government of Kenya via a new 

U.S.-Kenya Strategic Trade and Investment Partnership. 

It would appear we have now come full circle, and U.S.-Africa 

business ties are poised for takeoff. 

Next Steps 
Where do we go from here? To start, we need to show up. 

African governments anticipate that the U.S. government will 

be accompanied on official visits by scores of business leaders, 

just as China, France, Türkiye, Japan, and the United Kingdom 

have done. In the first quarter of 2023, there has been a surge 

in high-level U.S. government officials traveling to the conti-

nent. However, not a single trip has delivered on the prospect of 

commercial engagement with delegations in tow. Yes, business 

has been discussed; but as we all know, the U.S. government is 

outside the business of business. 

At the Chamber of Commerce, we have long believed that for 

our country to retain its global leadership position, we must priori-

Africa, July 2020.
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For the summit to be 
successful, we must 
collectively ensure that 
team USA shows up, led 
by a starting lineup of 
businesses. 

tize the creation of businesses at home while opening new markets 

and leveling the playing field for American companies abroad. 

Globally, we rely on our American Chambers of Commerce 

(AmCham) network to help achieve these objectives, with more 

than 127 AmChams worldwide, more than 15 in Africa. The U.S. 

government also relies on this network to push for market access. 

But AmChams can’t do it alone. One of the recommenda-

tions the U.S. Chamber made in 2021 to President Biden was to 

increase the number of Foreign Commercial Service officers. By 

increasing the number of commercially trained officials in the 

field, we can further help U.S. small and medium-sized enter-

prises (SMEs) de-risk and demystify African markets. 

We must acknowledge the urgency and importance of helping 

American SMEs enter the African market—among the key themes 

that emerged from the U.S.-Africa Business Forum in December, 

and one for which the chamber has long been an advocate. 

In August 2022, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce launched 

“Advance with Africa,” a nationwide roadshow and campaign 

increasing U.S. businesses’ understanding of commercial oppor-

tunities in Africa, transforming the narrative around Africa’s busi-

ness climate, and dispelling myths—creating new opportunities 

for American companies, big and small. Crucially, “Advance 

with Africa” focuses on empowering minority- and Black-owned 

small businesses, fueling a transformation that ensures equitable 

growth for Americans and Africans alike. Within four months 

of the campaign’s launch, we reached more than 1,000 diverse 

companies. 

Each of them is eager to understand African markets but 

unaware of the resources the U.S. government provides to help 

them. Building off the success of Prosper Africa, a 2019 USAID 

initiative that brings the services and resources of 17 U.S. govern-

ment agencies to help African and American businesses and 

investors identify partners and close deals, we saw a unique 

opportunity to partner with state and local chambers of com-

merce across America to answer the call of so many African 

governments: Bring us more of your small businesses.  

A Team Sport 
As much as the private sector leans on the U.S. government to 

help manage risk, establish regulatory standards, and open mar-

kets through trade, the U.S. government relies on the private sec-

tor to make all of the policy work meaningful and lasting. Without 

a pro-business agenda in partnership with the U.S. government, 

we will continue to lose commercial ground to China, Russia, and 

the European Union. Currently, Africans have an affinity for U.S. 

goods and services, but that won’t be the case forever. 

We will also need to catch up when it comes to our national 

security. For example, Russia has been a historic partner for 

many African nations as they emerged from colonial rule. In 

recent times, Russia’s military influence and increase in foreign 

direct investment (FDI) spending have flourished across the 

continent. We saw this on full display during recent votes at the 

United Nations on the war in Ukraine. Many African nations 

sided with Russia or, at best, abstained from voting. This should 

have been a resounding wake-up call for the United States that 

there are other teams vigorously courting Africa. 

The African continent is now a major player, and our trite old 

act of aid dollars is no longer unique. China has proven that FDI 

is a sought-after commodity. For us to overtake China’s quick 

start on the continent, we must do the following:  

• �Pledge to host the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit and Business 

Forum every three years.  

• �Seek new trade agreements with African partners and ensure 

they complement the African Continental Free Trade Area. 

• �Urge U.S. Cabinet members to visit Africa at least every other 

year and include a business delegation whenever possible. 

• �Double the presence of the Department of Commerce’s 

Foreign Commercial Service officers in Africa. 

A Turning Point 
The 2022 U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit was a turning point; 

make no mistake about that. However, for the summit to be suc-

cessful, we must collectively ensure that team USA shows up, led 

by a starting lineup of businesses. 

The U.S. Chamber is a natural ally in this game. We have the 

national network of chambers of commerce, the international 

network of AmChams, and the trust of African governments, as 

well as our own. 

For more than 100 years, diplomats have relied on the voice of 

business to help them be successful in the field, delivering on the 

American dream at home and abroad. We must ensure that the 

next 100 years of diplomats do the same.  n

https://www.uschamber.com/program/international-affairs/africa/advance-with-africa
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A Frank 
Discussion

Annie Pforzheimer is a former U.S. diplomat who 

retired from the State Department after 30 years of 

service in Washington, D.C., and seven overseas post-

ings, including Colombia, Afghanistan, Türkiye, and 

South Africa. In her Foreign Service career, she focused 

on issues of security, human rights, and peacebuilding. She is currently 

affiliated with the Center for Strategic and International Studies.  

     Heather Barr is an American lawyer who has 

worked outside the U.S. for 18 years, the last 11 for 

Human Rights Watch, first as the Afghanistan researcher 

and then with the organization’s women’s rights divi-

sion, where she is currently an associate director.

A diplomat and an 
activist talk candidly 
about how to work 
together.
B Y A N N I E  P FO R Z H E I M E R 

A N D  H E AT H E R  B A R R T
he role of the U.S. government in 

supporting human rights is a topic of 

nearly constant controversy and debate. 

Annie Pforzheimer and Heather Barr 

have worked together to advocate for 

women’s rights in Afghanistan since 

the Taliban takeover. This collaboration 

prompted discussions about U.S. policy 

vis-à-vis human rights, in Afghanistan 

and elsewhere, and the sometimes-contentious role of human 

rights advocates in seeking to influence that policy. We invited 

them to compare notes.
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Annie Pforzheimer: Here is something I have always wanted 

to know: When activists make requests of the U.S. government, 

are those the actual things they want or are they positioning 

something extreme in order to get to a worthwhile compromise?

Heather Barr: Those are things Human Rights Watch, at 

least, actually wants. Our compass is always international 

human rights law, and it’s clear and usually fairly strong. For 

example, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) states that parties 

must take all steps to guarantee women “the exercise and enjoy-

ment of human rights and fundamental freedoms on a basis of 

equality with men.” There isn’t a single country on the planet 

that has achieved this, but that’s what the convention says, and 

that’s what we want. The United States has signed but not ratified 

CEDAW, which is shameful. But women in the U.S. want full 

equality, too; and we want it for them. 

A frequent internal discussion is how to react when there is 

an opportunity for partial reform. We always want to think care-

fully through how we can be as helpful as possible to activists 

in-country who are working for smaller goals, while still being 

consistent about always calling for full respect for the rights 

people have under international law. 

So no, when we walk into a meeting with a diplomat, we 

aren’t thinking, “Let me ask for something super extreme, 

and then maybe we’ll get to some midpoint, which is what we 

really want.” I remember when I interviewed for my job, and 

they asked me how I manage frustration when nothing seems 

to work. I said it’s about managing your own expectations of 

what success looks like—sometimes success can even be things 

getting worse a tiny bit more slowly because of your efforts. On 

Afghanistan today, I dream of that kind of “success.”   

So here’s one for you. How much space is there for diplomats 

to argue internally for principled approaches to human rights, 

and what pushback do diplomats face when they do so? And will 

human rights always be deprioritized under other interests such 

as national security? 

AP: “It depends.” Classic State Department answer.

Human rights are a worthwhile policy consideration and are 

usually treated as such, both as a standalone “right thing to do” 

and also because they are key to big-picture goals of regional 

stability, national prosperity, and representational governments. 

Many specific U.S. laws and policies enshrine human rights. And 

we’re required to write an annual report evaluating their status. 

That “Human Rights Report” represents an opportunity within 

embassies and the department to talk to local dissenting voices 

and criticize even friendly governments, and to create an objec-

tive and agreed-on U.S. government record of what is actually 

happening, which is the best basis for policymaking.

I respect what you say about the importance of international 

law, but in practice the space to argue this can depend on a wide 

variety of factors. As they say in government-speak, those factors 

include but are not limited to: the mood of the White House or 

Congress toward having an activist foreign policy; the relative 

importance of a country and what else the U.S. looks for in the 

relationship; the latest headlines; where we are in an electoral 

cycle; a crisis somewhere else that requires our tools of inter-

national influence; the history of what we’ve tried previously; 

trends in policymaking; the existence of international media on 

the scene; classified information that makes the situation more 

complicated than it looks to the public; whether or not there is 

a principled and nonviolent movement for human rights in that 

country.

Finally, with respect to priorities within foreign policy, 

national security—per the Constitution’s phrase “provide for the 

common defense”—is the U.S. government’s highest task, but I’d 

argue that human rights is national security. Governments that 

respect their own citizens are better allies, bring stability to their 

regions, and work with us to protect other American interests. 

So what do you think: Should human rights be seen as  

one issue set among many, or are they foundational to all the 

others?

HB: We see them as very much foundational. 

A good example of this is the discussion about transitional 

justice. We saw this clearly in Afghanistan, where survivors 

and activists were calling for accountability for human rights 

violations perpetrated by many different governments and 

international actors, stretching back decades. The Karzai and 

Ghani administrations in Afghanistan shut down those efforts, 

with strong support from a lot of foreign diplomats who often 

told us privately that there were more pressing issues—that there 

How much space is there for 
diplomats to argue internally 
for principled approaches to 
human rights? 

–HB
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needed to be an end to the conflict in Afghanistan and stability 

in the country. Our response was that failing to deal with past 

atrocities was a major barrier to exactly the kind of peace and 

stability diplomats from the U.S. and elsewhere and Afghan gov-

ernment officials were saying was a prerequisite. I don’t claim 

that this dynamic explains the whole human rights disaster that 

Afghanistan is today, but it certainly didn’t help. 

Similarly, women’s full participation in all peace processes—

for which everyone should be on board since U.N. Security 

Council Resolution 1325, adopted in 2000, requires it—is forgot-

ten all the time. It didn’t surprise anyone working on women’s 

rights, though, when research by the U.N. and others started to 

show that women’s participation made it more likely that a deal 

to bring peace would be reached and that it would be imple-

mented. 

Afghanistan today can, unfortunately, be seen as an example 

of what happens when rights are not seen as foundational. What 

has happened there involved a deal—between the U.S. and the 

Taliban—made without the participation of the Afghan govern-

ment and with zero Afghan women at the table. As we know, that 

deal brought nothing resembling peace to Afghan women. 

So, Annie: What kind of training do U.S. diplomats get—and 

what kind of guidance do they receive—from the State Depart-

ment and, in particular, the Foreign Service Institute, about the 

importance of and the role of diplomats regarding human rights? 

AP: For me, human rights training was incorporated into 

a three-week “Political Tradecraft” course, with elements on 

reporting on human rights, drafting the annual reports, and 

adjudicating the Leahy Law for security training. Human rights 

training is also available in units regarding gender, atrocity 

prevention, fundamentals of international human rights law, 

and religious freedom. But the State Department has a culture 

of on-the-job training, largely out of necessity: time spent at the 

Foreign Service Institute equates to a vacant chair somewhere,  

in tightly staffed offices or embassies. 

One quibble with the question, though: No one could neces-

sarily train you in the “importance” of human rights. As I men-

tioned, almost nothing about policymaking is truly calculable 

in absolute terms without considering it relative to other policy 

goals.

HB: Sigh. That doesn’t seem like much training. Maybe not 

on the importance, but Human Rights Watch thinks all Foreign 

Service officers should receive training in international human 

rights treaty law and customary law, as well as topics like refugee 

law and basic international humanitarian law. One can’t expect 

new Foreign Service officers to teach themselves the fundamen-

tals of human rights laws and practices.

AP: OK, a different topic—have government officials ever 

changed their mind after talking to you? If so, why?

HB: That’s a hard question. How would I know? I guess I 

have been in meetings where the official we were speaking 

with seemed surprised and concerned by information we were 

providing. When someone seems like they’re hearing something 

new, you think maybe you are going to have an impact and shift 

their thinking. 

We really want to work with diplomats who are, in their own 

role, advocates for human rights. We bring to the table informa-

tion, findings, data, detailed ideas for practical solutions, and 

deep connections with experts and activists. When we are doing 

our work well, we’re partnering with activists on the ground and 

helping them be heard in new ways, including by U.S. diplomats. 

Policymakers should care about what civil society has to say. We 

see that they often do. They’re overworked and are on the hook 

to make big decisions about complex matters, and they often 

look to Human Rights Watch and other organizations for help. 

Since we’re on the subject, what mistakes do human rights 

advocates make in their engagement with diplomats?

AP: So glad you asked, because it’s vital to make the most of 

the opportunities to have the impact you just described.

A few procedural mistakes come to mind. For example, 

advocates may waste time in meetings by starting at a too-basic 

level, such as introducing who is in the room beyond a sentence 

or two, or going over the history of a problem rather than getting 

to the heart of the conversation. If you have a meeting with a dip-

lomat, especially a formal one, that person already has your bio 

and a briefing memo on the issue under discussion. Also, treat 

the diplomat as a respected colleague with whom you want to 

Almost nothing about 
policymaking is truly 
calculable in absolute terms 
without considering it 
relative to other policy goals. 

–AP

https://wps.unwomen.org/pdf/CH03.pdf
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connect versus a student receiving a lecture. Please bear in mind 

that they are people underneath those suits and badges. Pointed 

criticisms or rhetoric may sting because that person actually has 

been trying their hardest. And that can turn into dislike of the 

messenger or message, or even a sense that “what’s the use, it’s 

never enough.” 

Listen hard. The diplomat may be able—and may want—to 

tell you a lot about where the policy discussion really stands. 

Some diplomats are allies within the system, as you said, the 

kind who want to brainstorm options.

For your part, do you assume all government officials are 

lying to you?

HB: Definitely case by case. People do lie to us sometimes. 

That includes perpetrators of atrocities, but it may also include 

government officials whom we are approaching as potential 

allies. We know that most people we would hope to engage, 

which includes U.S. diplomats, would be very careful not to lie, 

or be caught in a lie, and that partially accounts for discussions 

that can feel vague and noncommittal. But there are definitely 

shades of truth. 

When we ask for the U.S. and other governments to speak out 

publicly on a human rights issue, sometimes we are told by the 

person we are in communication with that in their view raising 

the issue privately is more effective, and we should rest assured 

that they are indeed raising it privately, emphatically and fre-

quently. How would we ever really know for sure, especially if 

things don’t improve? 

Have your actions as a diplomat been influenced by human 

rights advocacy groups, and if so, how?

AP: I think that I have been influenced most as a diplomat by 

groups that emphasize big principles and overall policy direc-

tion. They are right, in other words, about the imperatives. That 

emphasis may have emboldened me to keep pushing something 

that was difficult within the system and afforded me more space 

with my superiors to do so.

I often was less influenced by advocates’ arguments at 

a granular policy or program level since these often lacked 

particular, relevant bits of information or context. That said, 

diplomats shouldn’t let their knowledge of existing impedi-

ments to getting something done blind them to the importance 

of changing course or reprioritizing U.S. interests, no matter 

how difficult. 

How about you? Have you ever changed your mind about an 

issue after talking to a U.S. government official? If so, why?

HB: That’s an interesting question. I have definitely changed 

my mind about the right strategy on a particular issue, and I have 

definitely acquired new information in discussions with diplo-

mats from the U.S. and elsewhere that has changed my thinking. 

In my 11 years of doing advocacy for Human Rights Watch 

I have experienced a whole range of folks, from some U.S. 

diplomats who came across as racist and rude to many others 

who were truly interested in working together on a human rights 

issue. The best meetings are ones where you feel like you are co-

conspirators—like you are on the same page and are brainstorm-

ing together on how to use your respective roles to reach a goal 

you share. 

So, tell me the truth: What do U.S. diplomats think about 

activists and advocates? Do we seem ridiculously naive?

AP: Well … sometimes. 

I would call out some advocates who think that a national 

leader’s criticism of the U.S. is proof of their independence of 

mind or principles: Nope, it’s possible to hate the U.S. and still 

be a tyrant. Also, there is a holdover view that “name and shame” 

is the best tool in the international tool kit, despite evidence to 

the contrary. And, I have a criticism that’s not about naivete: It 

seems messianic if international human rights advocates take 

the floor when a local advocate would be more appropriate. 

As we discussed, I think we disagree on the extent of a focus 

on human rights within a complex policy relationship. We also 

may see advocates as being uninformed or manipulated by 

people with domestic agendas—and just like anyone, they can 

become wedded to a position and defensive about it, even when 

faced with evidence of error. 

On a personal level, and especially when I dealt with indi-

vidual researchers and advocates over time, I felt they were bril-

liant and idealistic. I wished I could carry out their vision of an 

absolute prioritization of human rights, but my job was to hold 

the line for the many other core interests of the U.S. government.  

That said, advocates are invaluable to the wider policy 

debate; more extreme and one-sided approaches can help lead 

to a better, more nuanced overall policy. It’s often useful to state 

in an interagency policy meeting that you had a “tough” meeting 

with well-briefed human rights advocates, and introduce their 

new information, arguments, and recommendations. 

Speaking of which, does a human rights activist have the 

same “truth” as a U.S. government official—in other words, are 

your verification and fact-checking methodologies similar to the 

State Department’s? What are the gaps in information you often 

have? 
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HB: Obviously, there are all kinds of human rights activists 

with all kinds of approaches. 

Regarding information gaps, well, unlike you, we don’t have 

access to an intelligence agency!  We are very thin on the ground. 

Human Rights Watch usually has one researcher per country 

and maybe one or two research assistants. Some of our research-

ers cover several countries, and many work on thematic issues 

across a whole region or even globally. So those are real con-

straints, no matter how connected, knowledgeable, and hard-

working someone might be. 

But my organization and many other organizations and activ-

ists pride ourselves on being incredibly careful to have our facts 

right. Our reputation is our greatest asset, and if we wreck it by 

being wrong, we can’t fix that. Behind the need to get things right 

is a whole structure at Human Rights Watch of fact-checking and 

a pretty heavy review process—I have had documents I’ve writ-

ten reviewed by more than 20 people, including specialists on 

any country or thematic area that is mentioned, external experts, 

and always the legal and policy department. That process will 

not allow us to publish information that is not supported by mul-

tiple credible sources, and we get asked a lot of questions along 

the way to ensure that that is the case. 

We have discussions over the meanings of everyday words like 

“pervasive,” “routine,” or even “massacre,” and tough, careful, and 

sometimes very long internal discussions about legal terminology 

like “systematic,” “apartheid,” and “genocide.” We try to stick to 

using technical terms with their technical meaning—not the more 

common use of the term—and err on the side of caution with 

respect to the facts. 

We hope that the benefit of being so careful and measured is 

that people we see as advocacy targets, such as U.S. diplomats, 

will see the information we collect as credible and feel that it is 

appropriate to incorporate it into their analysis. Our work can 

be most effective when we are able to build relationships with 

insiders within governments or institutions who see value in 

working with us to promote common goals. 

I hope our conversation today helps those relationships take 

shape, the way ours has!  n

https://www.afspa.org/aip/dental/?utm_source=fsj&utm_medium=quarterpagead&utm_campaign=dominion&utm_id=june23
mailto:long@afsa.org
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AFSA President on the Road

AFSA President Eric Rubin 
traveled to Charlotte, N.C., on 
April 4 for a series of events.

Ambassador Rubin was 
invited by recently retired 
FSO and former AFSA Gov-
erning Board member Daniel 
Crocker, now director of the 
Dean Rusk International 
Studies Program, to speak 
at Davidson College. He 
moderated a speaking event 
with Ambassador (ret.) Marie 
“Masha” Yovanovitch before 
an audience of 200 students 
and community members. 

The two were introduced 
on stage by a first-year David-
son student from Ukraine 
whose goal is to join her 
country’s diplomatic corps 
after graduation.

After speaking, Amb. 
Rubin was able to visit a U.S. 
politics class on campus, 
while Amb. Yovanovitch vis-
ited a class on international 
relations.

Later, more than 50 people 
turned up at the World Affairs 
Council of Charlotte, where 
Amb. Rubin spoke on the topic 

of diplomacy in the 21st cen-
tury. A recording of that event 
can be viewed at https://bit.
ly/WACC-Diplomacy.

On April 17, Amb. Rubin 
virtually joined an interna-
tional politics class at Valen-
cia College, based in Orlando, 
Fla., to speak to students 
about a Foreign Service 

career and AFSA’s role in  
promoting the importance  
of diplomacy. 

Nearly half of Valencia 
College’s student body 
claims Hispanic heritage, 
and many speak several lan-
guages. Amb. Rubin pointed 
out that these skills pres-
ent opportunities for young 
people interested in becom-
ing diplomats.

“One of the great 
strengths of our country 
is that we have so many 
people who are immigrants 
or children of immigrants or 
grandchildren of immigrants, 
who speak other languages 
and can bring that to the 
Foreign Service. That’s some-
thing that we actually recruit 
for,” he said.

A recording of the event 
can be found at https://bit.
ly/VC-Rubin.  n

CALENDAR
Please check  

www.afsa.org for the  
most up-to-date information.  

June 12
Time TBD

Welcome Lunch for  
State LNA Class

June 14
12-1 p.m.

Lunch for Outgoing  
FAS Officers

June 19
Juneteenth 

AFSA Offices Closed

 June 21
12-2 p.m.

Final Meeting of the  
2021-2023  

AFSA Governing Board

July 3-4
Independence Day 

AFSA Offices Closed

July 10
FAS Global Attaché 

Conference at USDA

July 15
2023-2025 AFSA Governing 

Board Takes Office

July 18
10 a.m.-12 p.m.

Youth Awards Ceremony 
and Reception

July 19
12-2 p.m.

First Meeting of the  
2023-2025  

AFSA Governing Board

July 20
Time TBD

Welcome Lunch for  
State Class

September 4
Labor Day 

AFSA Offices Closed

September 22
7:05 p.m.

Foreign Service Night  
at Nationals Park
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Ambassadors Eric Rubin and Marie Yovanovitch share the stage at Davidson 
College in North Carolina.
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Ljubomir “LJ” Stambuk, president and CEO of the World Affairs Council of 
Charlotte, N.C., presents a certificate of appreciation to Amb. Rubin.
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Your Pension Should Be Your Pension, Period

STATE VP VOICE  |  BY TOM YAZDGERDI 	 AFSA NEWS

Contact: YazdgerdiTK@state.gov | (202) 647-8160

earning and annuity do not 
exceed the higher of: (a) 
the FS annuitant’s salary at 
retirement (unadjusted for 
inflation), or (b) the fulltime 
salary of the position in 
which the FS annuitant is 
reemployed. If you go above 
those caps, you must pay 
back to the department the 
amount by which the caps 
were exceeded.  

For most REAs, the work 
hours cap kicks in well before 
the salary cap. Looking at the 
legislative history of the act, 
the idea apparently was to 
ensure that the annuity REAs 
receive, when combined with 
the salary they are entitled to 
in any calendar year, may not 
exceed their salary at retire-
ment. But why should that 
matter?

Double Dipping? The 
narrative has been that For-
eign Service officers would 
be guilty of “double dip-
ping”—that is, allegedly get-
ting the same benefit twice—
if they were to receive both 
their full pension and their 
REA salary without limita-
tion. But how can it be called 
double dipping if your pen-
sion has been earned and 
the department now wants 
to reemploy you? 

Again, the military has 
no such problem. A friend 
recently told me that a 
friend of his just retired from 
the military and returned to 
work for the Department of 
Defense shortly thereafter. 
He receives both his full pen-
sion and new salary without 

You would think the title of 
this column would always 
hold true. No matter what 
job you may have after you 
retire, you should always 
receive your full government 
pension because you earned 
it, full stop.  

But if you are a retiree 
participating in the reem-
ployed annuitant (REA) 
program, run by the State 
Department, that is not the 
case. That is because REAs 
are subject to caps on hours 
they may work and the 
salary they may receive if 
the department decides to 
reemploy them.  

One of AFSA’s priorities 
with the current Congress is  
to change the REA program 
so that our retirees who 
choose to work for the 
department are not bound 
by these caps. Our military 
colleagues have no such lim-
its on their pensions, and we 
firmly believe that Foreign 
Service pensions should not 
be limited either.  

Background. The caps on 
hours and salary date back 
to a 1986 amendment to the 
Foreign Service Act of 1980. 
In Section 824, the act sets 
the rules that govern hiring 
reemployed annuitants.

Translated into depart-
ment regulation, an FS 
annuitant reemployed on a 
temporary basis can work 
only 1,040 hours per year 
(equal to six months) and 
will continue to receive their 
full annuity and full REA 
salary so long as the annual 

limitation. (The only time 
that happens in the depart-
ment is in the relatively rare 
case of being hired as a 
personal services contractor, 
or PSC, after retirement.)

By the way, it is your 
responsibility as the REA to 
keep track of the number of 
hours you work and make 
certain you do not go over 
the caps.  

Creating a Diplomatic 
Reserve Corps. Many of you 
have heard of this reform 
effort, led by Ambassadors 
Marc Grossman and Marcie 
Ries. The September 2022 
“Blueprints” report proposes 
the creation of a 1,000-per-
son Diplomatic Reserve 
Corps. This corps, designed 
to function when a surge 
capability is needed, would 
be drawn from both active-
duty and retired department 
members and appropriate 
members of the public.

AFSA strongly supports 
the creation of this reserve. 
Included in the report is leg-
islative language that would 
ensure that the pensions of 
our retirees who participate 
as reserve corps members 
would not be touched.

Changing the Narrative. 
AFSA hopes to change the 
unfair, decades-long practice 

of treating our pensions as 
fair game to limit and has 
found some support on the 
Hill for this reform. Your 
State Department pension 
should be off-limits, regard-
less of whether you now 
work in the private sec-
tor or are reemployed by 
the department. And if it’s 
considered wrongful “double 
dipping” at State, then why 
isn’t it considered wrong in 
other agencies as well?  

AFSA is not arguing that 
REAs should receive all 
the benefits of a full-time, 
active-duty employee. We 
understand and agree that 
the department should 
save money with REAs by 
not allowing the accrual of 
annual and sick leave and by 
not making matching Thrift 
Savings Plan payments, for 
example.  

To take advantage of the 
extensive experience and 
skill that our retirees bring 
to the table, the department 
should support this effort to 
make REA service as equi-
table and frictionless as pos-
sible. AFSA believes the best 
way to do that is to remove 
the hour and salary caps.

Please let us know what 
you think at member@afsa.
org.  n

The department should support 
this effort to make REA service as 
equitable and frictionless as possible.

mailto:member@afsa.org
mailto:member@afsa.org
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AFSA NEWS	USAID VP VOICE  |  BY JASON SINGER					     AFSA NEWS  

Contact: jsinger@usaid.gov | (202) 712-5267

A Complicated Question with No Clear Answer

In late March, USAID issued 
a solicitation for a Foreign 
Service Limited (FSL-2) 
procurement analyst position 
requiring a bachelor’s degree 
and four years of relevant 
experience, including one 
year of specialized experi-
ence at the FS-3 level. 

AFSA career and career-
candidate members, many 
of whom have served in mul-
tiple missions, hold warrants, 
have advanced degrees, and 
are still serving at the FS-3 
(or below) class, saw the 
message and contacted us.

They all recognize the 
urgent need for acquisition 
and assistance support and 
welcome new colleagues. 
But they expressed dismay 
at the disparity between 
the qualifications, class, 
and compensation for this 
FSL appointment and the 
treatment of career/career-
candidate FSOs. 

I want to be clear: There 
was no resentment toward 
any colleagues, nor questions 
as to whether USAID needs 
more employees (spoiler: we 
do). 

Rather, this example is 
emblematic of an increas-
ing number of inquiries that 
AFSA receives on the dis-
parities between the required 
qualifications of career/
career-candidate FSOs and 
those of FSL appointees and 
the differences in respective 
compensation. 

It is a complex, impor-
tant, and, yes, sometimes 
sensitive question with no 

clear answer. But it is worth 
attention as USAID continues 
to look at better strategic 
workforce planning.

Similarities and Dif-
ferences. While USAID has 
many hiring mechanisms, the 
U.S. government has only one 
Foreign Service Act of 1980, 
which outlines the rationale 
and the functions of the For-
eign Service. It also outlines 
appointment parameters and 
policies for career, tem-
porary, and limited terms; 
affirms merit principles; and 
covers qualifications and 
compensation. 

Career/career-candidate 
FSOs and FSL appointees fall 
under the act, but in practice 
have different authorities, 
roles, compensation and ben-
efit packages, requirements, 
and time frames. 

FSL appointees are 
limited in their employment 
terms (though many seek 
career Civil Service jobs!). 
FSOs must maintain a Top 
Secret security clearance. 
FSL appointees are hired 
for a specific position and 
role and do not receive the 
FS pension. FSOs must be 
worldwide available; not so 
with FSLs. 

Different requirements 
and overall compensation 
packages are not surpris-
ing. But as all fall under the 
Foreign Service Act, there are 
pertinent questions related 
to strategic workforce plan-
ning efforts and equity goals.

Class. Determining what 
class (and correspond-

ing compensation range) 
someone should be assigned 
on entering USAID’s Foreign 
Service is complicated. 

The act’s “General Provi-
sions Relating to Appoint-
ments” state: “The Secretary 
shall prescribe, as appropri-
ate, written, oral, physical, 
foreign language, and other 
examinations for appoint-
ment to the Service.” 

The act devotes an entire 
chapter to compensation, 
noting: “The Secretary shall 
assign all Foreign Service 
Officers and Foreign Ser-
vice personnel to appropri-
ate salary classes in the 
Foreign Service Schedule.” 
“All” personnel suggests 
no differentiation among 
career, temporary, or limited 
appointments. 

The act does specify that 
career-candidates may not 
enter at higher than the FS-4 
level, with limited exceptions, 
but provides no such speci-
ficity for FSL appointees. 

So, taken together, the act 
suggests that all appointees 
should be held to some form 
of qualification benchmarks 
and should have an “appro-
priate” salary class.

What USAID Says. 
Guided by the act, USAID’s 
own policies (notably, ADS 
414 on Appointments and 
ADS 470 on Pay under the 
FS) add granularity. Per 
ADS 470: “Foreign Service 
pay rates are fixed in accord 
with sections of the For-
eign Service Act of 1980, as 
amended.” This applies to 

Foreign Service (FS) career, 
career-candidate, and non-
career employees in classes 
FS-1 and below. 

On FSL appointments, 
USAID maintains qualifica-
tion standards for each class 
and occupational specialty 
and uses these to screen 
applicants to determine 
which class level is appropri-
ate for each. Applicants can 
be eligible to receive a higher 
rate of pay depending on 
their current or prior federal 
service and their nonfederal 
salary.

So, What’s the Ques-
tion? Well, there are several. 
A basic question is, Should 
FSO and FSL positions at the 
same rank have identical or 
differing education, overseas 
time, experience, and other 
qualifications? If differing, 
does this create, at a mini-
mum, an appearance of pay 
equity concerns? 

How does the agency 
account for factors like a 
pension, security clearance, 
worldwide availability, USAID 
mission experience, etc.?

How does this practice 
affect morale and strategic 
workforce planning? How can 
USAID address the qualifica-
tions, ranks, and commen-
surate salaries of career/
career-candidate FSOs and 
FSL appointees on a more 
equitable basis? 

AFSA is encouraging the 
agency to look at these ques-
tions, and we welcome your 
thoughts and ideas.  n
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Inside Diplomacy

Climate Change and the Role of Diplomacy

On March 10, AFSA invited 
Monica Medina, the assis-
tant secretary for the Bureau 
of Oceans and International 
Environmental and Scien-
tific Affairs (OES) and the 
president’s special envoy for 
biodiversity  
and water 
resources, to 
talk to members 
about the role 
that diplomats 
play in halting 
the catastrophic 
effects of global 
climate change.

Assistant 
Secretary Medina 
called climate change “one 
of the defining challenges of 
our time” and said the Biden 
administration sees it as a 
priority.

“We are back at the table 
and absolutely engaged,” she 
said of the administration’s 
push to return the U.S. to its 
former status as a leader in 
the movement to protect the 
planet.

“The president issued an 
executive order within a few 
days of taking office that 
put the climate crisis at the 
center—at the center—of U.S. 
foreign policy and national 
security,” said Medina.

So what does OES have to 
do with solving the climate 
crisis? “Climate is related 
to almost everything we 
do in the OES bureau,” said 
Medina. Work disrupting 
international criminal net-
works and preventing illegal 

fishing, mining, logging, and 
wildlife trade ties directly 
back to the health of the 
natural world.

Even the bureau’s man-
date to forge cooperation on 
space exploration is linked 

to the climate 
crisis, Medina 
explained. “Work-
ing with partners, 
bringing other 
countries with us 
as we go to the 
moon and go to 
Mars, is a great 
way for us to 
not only expand 
our diplomatic 

efforts, but also to expand 
their ability to help us solve 
the climate crisis by all the 
observations that we’re going 
to get from space.” 

She is most proud of OES’ 
work to finalize a United 
Nations treaty on the con-
servation and sustainable 
use of the high seas, which 
was agreed to in March 2023 
after more than a decade of 
negotiations. 

Once ratified, the treaty 
will protect the parts of 
the ocean that are beyond 
any country’s 200-mile 
national jurisdiction—half 
the planet, she said, will 
be covered under the new 
agreement. She added: “It 
took a Herculean effort by a 
team of people led by OES, 
including our lawyers and an 
interagency team that was 
phenomenal.”

It was diplomacy that 

made this happen, said 
Medina. “It is because we’ve 
developed strong relation-
ships with countries from 
all over the world. … We 
really have worked very, very 
closely to try to understand 
each other’s perspectives.”

“We couldn’t solve these 
global problems without 
strong partnerships in gov-
ernment, in private sector, in 
philanthropic organizations, 
and businesses,” she said.

Her team is now tak-
ing part in negotiations on 
a global treaty on plastics. 
“It’s time for us to address 
the plastic pollution crisis 
that we see worldwide,” said 
Medina. There are 8 billion 
people on the planet, she 
noted, and there are 21,000 
pieces of plastic in the ocean 
per person. 

Medina hopes this new 
agreement will be like the 
Paris Agreement, allowing for 
flexibility in how each country 
chooses to solve the problem 
within its borders. 

Medina said she is mak-
ing a case for increased 
resources in OES. In the past 
year, she said, the depart-
ment increased the number 
of Environment, Science, 
Technology and Health 
(ESTH) climate directed offi-

cers by “a couple dozen,” and 
they are working to get more. 

She also pointed to 
training being done at the 
Foreign Service Institute 
so that officers “who don’t 
necessarily spend all their 
time on climate and environ-
ment issues can learn them 
and know them and see how 
they impact their day-to-day 
jobs.”

She said new Foreign 
Service officers she meets 
have a great interest in 
climate issues. “I think 
many people are joining 
the Foreign Service in order 
to help solve these very 
problems, because they are 
global in nature, and it is a 
pivotal time, and they are 
really interested in making 
sure that they have a healthy 
planet for generations to 
come.”

Diplomats will continue 
to play an important role in 
solving the climate crisis. 
Medina wants to see an 
increasing number of ESTH 
officers and regional hub 
officers focused on the 
subject in order to set global 
standards that have regional 
cooperation.

A recording of the event 
is available at https://bit.ly/
ID-AS-OES.  n

Assistant Secretary 
Monica Medina

Climate is related to almost everything  
we do in the OES bureau.

—Assistant Secretary Monica Medina

https://youtu.be/1EtyvHdN9wI
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AFSA Co-Sponsors “Diplomacy, Dissent  
and the Holocaust” Film Screening

AFSA Meets with 
FirstGens@State

On March 23, the State 
Department held the special 
event, “Diplomacy, Dissent 
and the Holocaust: Speaking 
Out, Then and Now,” in the 
William J. Burns Auditorium. 

Online viewers joined 
in-person attendees for a 
screening of curated clips 
from the 2022 PBS docu-
mentary, “The U.S. and the 
Holocaust,” directed by Ken 
Burns, Lynn Novick, and 
Sarah Botstein, followed by 
a panel discussion moder-

ated by U.S. Special Envoy 
for Holocaust Issues Ellen 
Germain. 

The event was co-spon-
sored by AFSA, the depart-
ment’s Special Envoy for 
Holocaust Issues, and the 
newly revived Secretary’s 
Open Forum. 

Deputy Secretary of State 
Wendy Sherman delivered 
opening remarks. The film, 
she said, “calls us to be the 
voices of conscience when 
the times demand it. That 

implores us to see dissent 
as not merely our right as 
Americans but our duty as 
public servants—as advo-
cates of policies that give life 
to our principles. For if ‘never 
again’ is to mean something, 
then silence is inadequate 
and neutrality unacceptable 
when events worldwide cry 
out for more.” 

Panelists included AFSA 
State Vice President and 
former Special Envoy for 
Holocaust Issues Tom Yazdg-

erdi; FSO Elisabeth Zentos; 
U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Museum historian Rebecca 
Erbelding (featured in the 
film); and Principal Deputy 
Assistant Secretary for the 
Bureau of Conflict and Sta-
bilization Operations Colleen 
Crenwelge. 

Topics covered ranged 
from the role of the State 
Department and foreign 
policy makers in atrocity  
prevention to the functions  
of today’s Dissent Channel.  n 

P
B

S

On March 30, AFSA leader-
ship met virtually with mem-
bers of the State Depart-
ment’s newest employee 
organization, FirstGens@
State.

Founded in November 2022 to support State Department 
employees who are the first in their families to obtain a college 
degree in the United States, FirstGens@State already has more 
than 150 members. 

Their goal is to heighten public and workforce awareness 
of the challenges FirstGens and individuals from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds face; to develop resources, sup-
port, and a workplace culture to help FirstGens thrive; and to 
focus on developing an environment that maximizes retention. 

They also seek to provide a network of social and profes-
sional support for people who participated in any of the Depart-
ment of Education’s TRIO programs (eight programs to assist 
eligible but disadvantaged students).

FirstGens@State membership is open to all State Depart-
ment employees, as well as employees from interagency 
partners working at the department or operating in any U.S. 
embassy or consulate. For questions, email FirstGensState@
state.gov or join their Teams channel, FirstGens@State.  n

DACOR Needs Our Support

DACOR President James 
Dandridge II is appealing to 
the foreign affairs commu-
nity for donations toward 
the preservation of DACOR 
Bacon House, the 200-year-
old mansion where the 
organization is based.

In a letter to AFSA, Dandridge wrote that the house is in 
need of urgent repairs: to buttress a garden wall in imminent 
danger of collapsing and to address other critical concerns 
uncovered by the mansion’s Historic Structure Report. 

With these needs in mind, DACOR requests contributions 
to the $250,000 fund it is raising from various diplomatic 
organizations and DACOR members so that the house and 
garden can continue to be enjoyed by all in the foreign affairs 
community.

For those interested in providing support, tax-deductible 
contributions may be made by check (with the designation  
“Garden Wall”) mailed to DACOR, 1801 F Street NW, Wash-
ington, DC 20006; online at www.dacorbacon.org/donate 
(with the notation “Garden Wall”); or by phone to Director  
of Development Jared Hughes at (202 682-0500, ext. 23.  n
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https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/us-and-the-holocaust/#watch
https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/us-and-the-holocaust/#watch
https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/us-and-the-holocaust/#watch
mailto:FirstGensState@state.gov
mailto:FirstGensState@state.gov
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Changes to Assignment Restrictions: FAQs

On March 22, Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken 
announced an end to the 
issuance of new assignment 
restrictions as a condition 
placed on security clear-
ances. He noted in his 
announcement that other 
assignments-related pro-
cesses, including the assign-
ment review process (also 
known as the pass-through 
process), will be maintained. 

According to the Bureau of 
Diplomatic Security, there are 
currently 666 people—less 
than 2 percent of the State 
Department workforce—
subject to assignments 
restrictions. The lifting of 
these restrictions opens up 
new possible assignments 
for those affected, and also 
allows the department’s 
native speakers to better uti-
lize their language skills and 
cultural knowledge.

AFSA looks forward to 
continued discussions with 
department leadership to 
seek assurances that the 
assignment review process 
and other processes used to 
address foreign influence or 
preference concerns will be 
conducted under accountable 
and transparent processes. 

1. Assignment restric-
tions, assignment reviews 
(pass-throughs), assign-
ment preclusions … What’s 
the difference? 

The department has three 
different assignment-related 
mechanisms that may 
impact an employee’s ability 
to be posted abroad, which 

are outlined in two recent 
ALDACS: 23 STATE 31212 
and 23 STATE 31486. 

Assignment restrictions, 
for which Secretary Blinken 
ended new issuances, are a 
personnel security function 
governed by 12 FAM 233.5 
and handled by DS/SI/PSS.   

Assignment preclusions 
are a human resources func-
tion and not a security func-
tion.  They are imposed when 
a host government does not 
afford an employee diplo-
matic immunity due to dual 
citizenship considerations. 
GTM handles these.   

Assignment reviews, 
informally known as pass-
throughs, are secondary 
counterintelligence reviews 
of proposed assignments 
to certain posts prior to the 
assignment being paneled. 
They are governed by 12 FAM 
263.3-2. DS/ICI/CI conducts 
the assignment review and 
makes a recommendation 
about the proposed assign-
ment to the Director General, 
who concurs or non-concurs 
with the recommendation. 

2. Does this mean that 
all assignment restrictions 
have been lifted?  

No. The Secretary only 
announced an end to new 
assignment restrictions. 
Existing assignment restric-
tions will still be in place. How-
ever, new employees joining 
the department will no longer 
be given assignment restric-
tions. Current employees who 
take action that might have 
resulted in the issuance of 

an assignment restriction in 
the past, such as marrying a 
foreign national, will also no 
longer be given a new assign-
ment restriction. 

3. Previously, Diplomatic 
Security would review 
assignment restrictions 
when renewing security 
clearances. Will they cease 
renewing assignment 
restrictions in the future 
based on the Secretary’s 
new policy? 

We don’t know. AFSA and 
the Asian American Foreign 
Affairs Association (AAFAA) 
are working to address this 
question with Diplomatic 
Security. We will report as 
soon as more information is 
available.

4. If I have a current 
assignment restriction, 
what do I do? 

After negotiations with 
the department, AFSA was 
successful in establishing an 
appeals process in which the 
final decision will be made  
by the Security Appeals 
Panel. Those who wish to 
appeal their assignment 
restrictions must do so prior 
to seeking an assignment in 

the country of the restriction. 
Appeals of an assignment 

restriction are governed by 12 
FAM 230, 12 FAM 233.5(h), 
12 FAM 234.1(c), and 12 FAM 
234.3(a). Diplomatic Secu-
rity sent out an ALDAC, 23 
STATE 31212, on March 22 
that provided instructions for 
a one-time deviation from pol-
icy that allows employees to 
request an appeal before June 
19 for existing assignment 
restrictions due to recent 
changes in policy. For more 
information, contact  
DSDirectorPSS@state.gov.  

5. Does that mean I can 
be assigned to Country X 
now? 

If you have an existing 
assignment restriction, that 
restriction is still in effect. If 
your assignment restriction 
has been lifted, you should 
have been notified in writing 
via email. However, even if it 
has been lifted, assignments 
to certain posts are subject 
to an assignment review. Your 
experiences may vary. 

Please contact member@
afsa.org if you have any fur-
ther questions or would like to 
share more information.  n

AFSA Governing Board 
Meeting, April 19, 2023

The Governing Board met in person at AFSA headquarters.

Associate Members: The board approved the applications 
of two new associate members.

Awards: The board adopted the Awards and Plaques Com-
mittee recommendations for AFSA’s 2023 Foreign Service 
Champions Award and Lifetime Contributions to American 
Diplomacy Award.  n
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AFSA Meets with Post Reps
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On April 20, AFSA hosted a 
virtual, informal discussion 
with post representatives 
around the world.

AFSA President Eric 
Rubin, joined by AFSA vice 
presidents and section 
heads, provided an update 
on the association’s advo-
cacy priorities, upcoming 
AFSA events, and took ques-
tions and feedback from 
participants.

Christine Miele, AFSA’s 
director of programs and 
member engagement, 
gave an overview of annual 
Foreign Service Day pro-
gramming and noted that 
2024 marks the centennial 
of the FS. She discussed 
how posts might be involved 
and reminded post reps that 

AFSA Congratulates  
New Retirees

AFSA joined soon-to-retire 
colleagues at the Job Search/
Transition Program (JSTP) at 
the Foreign Service Institute 
in March. JSTP helps Foreign 
Service (and sometimes Civil 
Service) members with the 
transition from government 
service to new careers and 
other opportunities that await 
them in retirement.

At a brown bag lunch 
attended by 25 participants 
on March 14, AFSA Retiree 
Vice President John Naland 
talked about what AFSA can 
do for our retired members 

and explained how retirees 
can rejoin AFSA.

On March 31, AFSA hosted 
a graduation reception for 
more than 60 JSTP par-
ticipants. AFSA President 
Ambassador Eric Rubin 
and other AFSA employees 
toasted the participants and 
celebrated their impending 
retirement.

Congratulations to all 
JSTP participants—we wish 
you much luck in your future 
endeavors, and we thank you 
for your years of service to 
our country.  n

these events are a great 
opportunity to showcase the 
work of the Foreign Service 
to visiting congressional 
delegations.

In an effort to keep up 
with the ever-changing mail-
ing addresses of FS mem-
bers, Miele also asked post 
reps for their assistance 
in updating AFSA’s list of 
who is at post after transfer 
season. This ensures that 
members can continue to 
receive physical copies of 
the FSJ.

AFSA post representa-
tives are integral to the 
work we do in support of 
members globally, and we 
look forward to meeting with 
them again!  n

https://www.windeckerfp.pro/
http://www.mytaxcpa.net/
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Help for Mission Sudan Local Staff

Donate to the FSN 
Emergency Relief Fund
Following the escalation of violence in Sudan as rival military 
leaders battle for control, the Locally Employed (LE) staff 
(still known as FSNs) at the U.S. mission in Khartoum and 
beyond face immense risk. Some have already experienced 
property damage as a result of the fighting, and many have 
been stranded at home with limited access to food, water, 
and electricity.

For anyone looking for a way to provide direct, meaning-
ful assistance, consider donating to the Foreign Service 
National Emergency Relief Fund. Please note that LE staff in 
other countries and private sector employees can contrib-
ute, as well. 

All contributions are tax-deductible, and 100 percent  
of contributions are allocated for disbursement directly to 
staff in need, as the fund is administered internally by the 
department.

Outlined below are several ways to contribute to the  
relief fund. For additional information, please visit www.bit.
ly/FSN-Relief-Fund.

Online. Secure online electronic donations can be made 
directly from your bank account or by credit/debit card via 
https://bit.ly/Pay-Gov-FSNRF.  

Checks. Please send checks to the State Department’s 
Gift Fund Coordinator, Crystal Jobe, Room 1821, 2201 C Street 
NW, Washington DC 20520. Make checks payable to the U.S. 
Department of State, designation for the FSN Emergency 
Relief Fund. Include a return address or email to receive a let-
ter of acknowledgment for tax deduction purposes.

Payroll Deductions. All employees on State’s payroll can 
make contributions by payroll deduction. U.S. direct hires may 
request a one-time or recurring deduction from net pay by 
submitting a request in the CGFS Payroll Customer Support 
Portal, found at https://bit.ly/CGFS-CustomerSupport.

For LE staff wishing to donate through payroll deductions, 
post should send a cable on behalf of the employee indicat-
ing the desire to make an “FSN Emergency Relief Fund” 
donation. Please include the employee’s name and ID as  
well as the start and ending dates of the withholding.

Cash. Cash contributions in dollars or local currency can 
be made through the embassy/consulate cashier or at the 
State Department Federal Credit Union. 

In the Washington area, donors can drop foreign currency 
in collection boxes in the Employee Service Center or the 
SDFCU branch at Main State or other branches. The SDFCU 
has partnered with the department and covers the cost of 
converting the donated currency to U.S. dollars.  n

AFSA Meets with  
Americans by Choice Group
On Feb. 21, 2023, AFSA leadership met 
with the board of Americans by Choice 
(ABC), a new employee organization at 
the State Department. 

Founded in June 2022, Americans by 
Choice already had almost 200 mem-
bers by April 2023. Their priority is to 
advocate on behalf of the department’s growing community 
of foreign-born employees, whom the group describes as an 
often “invisible demographic” within the department. 

ABC board members discussed the group’s challenges 
with AFSA. While they offer unique perspectives and skill 
sets to foreign policy work, they also face challenges such as 
accent-based bias, unequal benefits, and policies that fail to 
take into account the needs of employees who earned their 
citizenship by virtue of naturalization rather than birth.

The board discussed the need to address accent bias 
in the bidding interview process. They worry that a move 
to audio-only interviews to remove bias has not achieved 
its intended goal; rather, it may have led to increasing bias 
against those with U.S. regional and foreign accents.

ABC’s mission is threefold:
• Raising awareness of the contributions of foreign-born 

professionals to foreign affairs; 
• Offering a support network to our members and fostering 

a sense of inclusion and belonging across the department; and 
• Advocating for equitable access and opportunities for our 

community while working to remove the obstacles stemming 
from discrimination and unjust biases.

ABC membership is open to all Civil Service and Foreign 
Service employees in the department. To learn more, email 
ABC@state.gov.  n

Transportation Safety Act  
in Honor of FSO
AFSA encourages its members to consider supporting the 
bipartisan Sarah Debbink Langenkamp Active Transportation 
Safety Act (H.R. 1668). The bill, named for a Foreign Service 
officer tragically killed in a bicycle accident in August last year, 
will encourage state and local governments to fully leverage 
federal funding for complete biking and walking plans. 

Those looking to assist can visit https://bit.ly/SDL-bill 
-support to voice your support to your representative.  n

https://action.peopleforbikes.org/support-the-langenkamp-safety-act/
https://action.peopleforbikes.org/support-the-langenkamp-safety-act/
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Francesca Huemer Kelly, the spouse of a retired 

Foreign Service officer and ambassador, counsels 

students on their college application essays through 

www.essayadvantage.net. A freelance writer, co-

founder of Tales from a Small Planet, and former 

editor of AFSA News, she has also served as a college counselor at 

two international schools.

EDUCATION SUPPLEMENT

New technologies based on artificial intelligence are  
raising lots of questions for students and educators alike.

B Y F R A N C E S C A  K E L LY

Generative AI  
and the College  

Admissions  
Process

I 
stood outside the window, staring at my reflection in the 

glass. My brother’s face was just inches away on the other 

side, but it was like he was a million miles away. He was 

sitting in a hospital room, surrounded by white walls and 

beeping machines. It was hard to believe that just a few 

months ago, we were playing video games and teasing each other 

like we always did. Now, he was trapped in his own mind, unable 

to communicate with the outside world. 

Does that paragraph draw you in and make you want to read 

more? That’s what I’ve traditionally coached my college applica-

tion essay students to do with their writing: open with a “hook.”

But the above paragraph wasn’t written by one of my students, 

or even by a human being.

It was the first paragraph of an essay created by the genera-

tive artificial intelligence (AI) entity, ChatGPT, after I fed in the 

following prompt: “Write a 550-word college application essay 

in narrative form that tells a story about the writer’s experience 

visiting his schizophrenic brother in a mental hospital. The 

essay should open with a scene that is compelling, then go back 

and tell a little family history and the sibling relationship, and 

finish with insights about what the writer has experienced and 

what he has learned.”

As soon as I submitted this prompt, ChatGPT started writing in 

front of my eyes. The entire essay was done in less than a minute.

Not only that, but the essay was better than serviceable—it 

probably would have fooled many admissions officers.

Unless you’ve been living off the grid, you’re probably aware of 

the recent buzz about ChatGPT and other forms of generative AI.  

Artificial intelligence has been around for a while, but since 

OpenAI made ChatGPT more accessible to the general public 

last fall, both usage and discussion about it have increased expo-

nentially, especially among college counselors, admissions officers, 

high school teachers and university professors—and students. 

And that’s just in the world of higher education. The conver-

sations have gone far beyond that into AI-generated art, music, 

literature, inventions, and other applications. The questions range 

from big (“Is humankind opening Pandora’s Box?”) to small (“Can 

I use AI to help me write my college application essays?”). 

In this article, we’ll confine our discussion to the latter topic. 

Phew. 
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What Exactly Is Generative AI? 
Generative AI uses deep machine 

learning through neural networks to 

both create and evaluate original content 

such as text, images, and audio. In a 

recent interview on the “PBS News Hour,” 

Seth Dobrin, president of the nonprofit 

Responsible Artificial Intelligence Insti-

tute, said: “Think of it as auto-complete 

on steroids.” 

He explained that generative AI com-

prises “large language or foundational 

models that are essentially trained on the 

whole of the internet.” 

Because the internet offers factual 

information, disinformation, bias, and 

opinion, generative AI content can con-

tain all of those things. It’s important to 

note that generative AI, depending on its 

purpose, also mines datasets of thou-

sands of books and millions of images, as 

well as scientific and medical data.

Still, Dobrin pointed out, ChatGPT 

uses Reddit, a huge chat site with 50 

million users, to learn how humans 

converse. And Reddit is nothing if not 

human. Also, GPT-4 was trained on data 

only through 2021, so it can produce 

outdated information.

Although there are several generative 

AI programs available, ChatGPT (GPT 

stands for Generative Pre-Trained Trans-

former) has captured the lion’s share of 

media attention. Other companies such 

as Google (whose AI tool is called Bard) 

and Microsoft (Bing) offer their own 

generative AI platforms. 

If you give these new apps a spin, bear 

in mind that there are data privacy con-

cerns about ChatGPT and other AI tools.

It’s Already Being Used  
to Write Essays …

Some college applicants have already 

used AI to generate college admissions 

essays, even at the risk of consequences. 

Can college admissions officers deter-

mine if an application essay is AI-

generated? Without AI detection and 

other tools, that’s unlikely at this point. 

ChatGPT-generated essays have recently 

fooled expert readers. 

The essays generated by those of us 

first testing out ChatGPT’s “skills” were 

good, but not necessarily great. In the 

essay I created above, there were not 

enough of the specific small details that 

show us something about the writer. 

There was more “telling” than “show-

ing,” and a certain monotonous rhythm 

to the writing. 

https://www.caislisbon.org/
https://www.pbs.org/video/the-future-of-a-i-1680730102/
https://www.cnn.com/2023/04/06/tech/chatgpt-ai-privacy-concerns/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2023/04/06/tech/chatgpt-ai-privacy-concerns/index.html


https://www.labschool.org/globaldivision
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So, just a few months ago, the consen-

sus was that a talented student could still 

write a more personal essay than what 

ChatGPT produced and that AI-gener-

ated essays, while very good, still lacked 

specific and unique details that would 

have made them … well, more human. 

Then GPT-4 was released. And with 

that more sophisticated tool, the land-

scape is changing once again. I gave it 

a prompt for an essay about the writer’s 

love of fossils, and it generated a good—

but again, not great—essay. I tweaked the 

prompt, asking it to mimic sample essays 

from different sources. Here, it did better. 

How the prompt is written and 

tweaked makes a difference, and I’ve 

seen some essays generated by GPT-4 

that use specific colorful details and show 

insight, vulnerability, and humor. Just as 

“deep fake” audio, video, and imagery 

are rapidly improving, so is generative 

AI’s essay fakery.

That said, generative AI can also 

produce a result that’s too polished, too 

sophisticated. That might raise red flags 

among college admissions officers. 

And, really, they just want to get to 

know you better: who you are, what your 

values are, what you’ll bring to campus. 

Can an AI-generated essay show these 

things? That’s up for debate, but it’d be 

pretty ironic if you asked ChatGPT to 

generate an essay that showcases your 

honesty.

Admissions officers also want to know 

that you have good writing skills, because 

you’ll need those at college—where AI-

savvy professors might require essays to 

be written in class by hand. 

And generative AI can still get 

things wrong. I tried my earlier prompt, 

about the mentally ill brother, with 

the updated GPT-4. Surprisingly, this 

supposedly more sophisticated genera-

tive AI had some glitches: Even though 

I asked for 550 words, it generated a 

repetitive and trite 787-word essay. So, 

it’s not perfect. Yet. 

So Why Should You Write Your 
Own Original Essays?

Ethics. Whether or not colleges or 

students consider it plagiarism to use 

generative AI to write for you, it’s still  

considered morally wrong to claim to have 

written something that you didn’t write.

https://www.peddie.org/
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https://www.bbis.de/
https://www.jisedu.or.id/
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Growth and self-knowledge.  
College Essay Guy Ethan Sawyer points 

out that using generative AI to write 

essays “doesn’t provide students the 

same opportunity for personal growth” 

they might otherwise have working with a 

coach or even on their own. “This process 

can serve as a sort of rite of passage, 

teaching students valuable insights about 

themselves along the way. I worry that AI 

may skip over that.” 

Indeed, as an essay coach, I’ve helped 

students dig deep into their motivations 

and their values. You’ll embark on a jour-

ney of self-discovery if you keep asking 

yourself, almost like a 3-year-old, “Why?” 

Why, in a room full of swim-team 

trophies, is the “most improved in calcu-

lus” certificate more important to you? 

Because I had to work so much harder 

at calculus. Why did you choose to work 

so hard? Because I needed to prove that I 

could master something difficult. Why did 

you need to prove this? Because I come 

from privilege and actually wanted to 

experience firsthand the rewards of sweat-

ing through an uncertain outcome. 

When you approach your essays in 

this way, writing them becomes a deep 

and rich process that you’ll miss if you 

use generative AI. (Full disclosure: I have 

worked as an essay coach for College 

Essay Guy, as well as for several other 

companies.)

Pride of accomplishment. Making 

the writing process easier is a tempting 

but temporary fix. Confidently knowing 

your capabilities is permanent. Brain-

storming, structuring, writing a rough 

draft, and fine-tuning to write exactly 

what you want to write with depth and 

thoughtfulness—this process sends an 

important message to your psyche about 

your own resources and skills. 

Using AI to write for you sends a 

very different message: that you’re not 

up for the job. That’s not the subliminal 

Can college admissions officers determine 
if an application essay is AI-generated?

https://www.gow.org/
https://www.fairfaxchristianschool.com
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https://www.efacademy.org/en-us/contact-us/?source=014012%2CUS_NY&utm_source=foregin-service-journal&utm_medium=print-ad-private-school-guide&utm_content=applications-open
https://www.concordhill.org/
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self-talk to carry through life. (However, 

this doesn’t mean that you can’t use AI 

to help you become a better writer. More 

about that later.)

Consequences. If the above reasons 

don’t resonate, there’s always this one: If 

you get caught lying about who (or what) 

wrote your essays, you may face some 

pretty bad consequences: a rescinded 

admissions offer; suspension or even 

expulsion from your high school; even 

loss of respect from those you care about. 

How Well Can AI-Generated 
Essays Be Detected? 

Scott Aaronson, a computer science 

professor at the University of Texas–

Austin, and now a guest researcher at 

OpenAI, has been working on a digital 

“watermark” that signals AI-generated 

text. Several entities have also created AI 

detectors, although they vary in quality.

I sent the first two paragraphs of a 

ChatGPT-generated essay to three dif-

ferent AI detector sites: Crossplag.com, 

AIwritingcheck.org, and GPTZero.me. 

Only GPTZero, a program developed 

by Princeton computer science student 

Edward Tian, detected AI writing. 

But with rapidly developing programs 

such as Turnitin, college admissions 

officers may soon be checking application 

essays with AI detection software.

As of this writing, administrators are 

still wary about using AI detectors in 

the college classroom. Says Betsy Barre, 

executive director of the Center for the 

Advancement of Teaching at Wake Forest 

University: “If [AI detection tools] are not 

accurate, then we shouldn’t use them.”

Anna Mills, a writing instructor and 

Open Textbook author at the College of 

Marin, agrees: “Some detection tools 

have given false positives that could lead 

to false accusations of cheating.” But she 

does think there might be a role for them, 

“if they are not used punitively but as part 

of student-teacher dialogue.” 

Barre adds, “We need to protect our 

students who don’t cheat.” She points out 

that a professor “can ask a student to walk 

through how they came up with their 

ideas for a paper.” 

A growing list of universities are 

crafting new honor code guidelines 

redefining plagiarism and clarifying that 

students may not claim AI-generated 

https://www.fis.edu/
https://www.rochambeau.org/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/did-a-robot-write-this-we-need-watermarks-to-spotai/2022/12/12/067c6206-79e3-11ed-bb97-f47d47466b9a_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/did-a-robot-write-this-we-need-watermarks-to-spotai/2022/12/12/067c6206-79e3-11ed-bb97-f47d47466b9a_story.html
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work as their own. Meanwhile, some 

professors are teaching students how 

to ethically use generative AI to help in 

their studies and writing.

The Positives: How Can 
Generative AI Help?

Despite the concerns cited above, 

let’s not be too hasty to hold a cross up 

against the “evil AI monster.” Generative 

AI can be extremely helpful—in coming 

up with course syllabi for professors, for 

example, or narrowing lists of prospec-

tive colleges for students. Here are just a 

few of the ways generative AI can stream-

line the college admissions process:

Generating an initial college list. 
This has traditionally been a somewhat 

tedious process, but generative AI can 

make it much faster. I asked GPT-4 to 

find me colleges that offered a major in 

journalism with a minor in musicology, a 

four-season environment, and an urban 

or suburban location. 

In less than a minute, I had a list of 

five well-known universities (includ-

ing my alma mater, Northwestern), with 

short descriptions of each—a much 

more efficient process than using search 

engines.

Planning a college tour. GPT-4 

instantaneously produced a three-day 

itinerary, including approximate drive 

times, when I fed it the following prompt: 

“I live in Pittsburgh, and I want to visit the 

following colleges: Haverford, Gettysburg, 

Rutgers, Drew, SUNY Binghamton, and 

Ithaca College. Can you plan an itinerary 

for me where I visit no more than two col-

leges per day?” 

Preparing for a college interview. 
Most college websites tend to be clunky, 

so using generative AI to learn more about 

a prospective college is a time-saver. It’s to 

your advantage to have researched spe-

cific departments and professors in which 

you can demonstrate interest (not only 

during an interview but also in a “Why 

Us?” essay). Ask generative AI to pinpoint 

the specific classes, clubs, facilities, activi-

ties, and professors that are fine-tuned to 

your interests.

Brainstorming essay topics. AI can 

find connections between your values, 

interests, and goals. For example, I asked 

GPT-4, “What are some connections that 

can be made between these interests: 

human anatomy, soccer, and mock trial?” 

Using both the first response and a 

second regenerated response, I received 

connections that included athletic func-

tioning of the body, strategic/quick think-

ing, teamwork, preparation and discipline, 

as well as medical malpractice and sports 

malpractice issues. 

I added character traits and values 

and got an even more thorough response. 

These could serve as a springboard for 

brainstorming essay content. 

Outlining. If you’re unsure of how to 

structure your essay, give generative AI 

pertinent details and ask it to suggest an 

outline. Some essay coaches and teachers 

have already encouraged their students to 

do this.

Correcting/editing original writing. 
Although applications such as Gram-

marly do a good job finding errors in 

writing, ChatGPT can do even more. I fed 

it a paragraph filled with spelling, spac-

ing, and grammatical errors, and it fixed 

them all, and made suggestions for new 

material to include, as well. (Google’s 

Bard did not do as well; it missed errors 

and just suggested general ways to 

improve writing.) My prompt was simply: 

“Make suggestions on how to improve 

the following paragraph.”

Though I did not use generative AI 

to write this article, I did ask ChatGPT 

if parts of the paragraph in which I 

define generative AI offered an accurate 

description. The answer was largely yes, 

with some clarifications, which I then 

fact-checked and used to revise those 

sentences.

How College Admissions  
May Change in the Face  
of Generative AI

This is being discussed on practically 

every high school and college campus 

right now. Ideas being circulated include 

reinstating essays as part of an in-person 

SAT or ACT; using AI detectors; and asking 

students to create a baseline, hand-written 

sample in class to a surprise prompt (no 

electronics allowed) that is then uploaded 

to the Common App or another appli-

cation for colleges to use as a basis for 

comparison. 

Administrators are scrambling right 

now to keep abreast of the rapid changes 

in generative AI and to come up with poli-

cies that are effective and ethical. 

Will writing coaches turn into “prompt 

engineers”? For many of us, this crosses 

an ethical line, but it also makes us a little 

sad: We want our students to be not only 

good writers but also good thinkers. How 

will generative AI affect our critical think-

ing skills? Are we equipped to fact-check 

generative AI, just as we should fact-check 

social media?

As of this writing, generative AI is 

evolving so rapidly that it’s hard to know 

where it will take us. Consider this: It took 

Facebook six years to reach one billion 

monthly users; it took ChatGPT two 

months. 

The large, even existential questions 

about generative AI are daily growing 

more urgent. But for the smaller ques-

tions—such as how to make use of AI 

ethically and efficiently to help you in the 

college admissions process—we’ve got 

some preliminary, exciting, and perhaps 

scary answers, with more to come.  n

https://www.axios.com/2023/02/22/chatgpt-prompt-engineers-ai-job
https://www.axios.com/2023/02/22/chatgpt-prompt-engineers-ai-job
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uAdvanced Placement/International Baccalaureate      uuAttention Deficit Disorder/Learning Disabilities      uuuDec. 25-Jan. 1      NA, Not applicable   
aSibling discount          bFinancial aid available          cDollar value subject to exchange rate           

dAid for federal employees          eGap year          fNeed-blind admissions; will meet full financial need          gHost families 

  
  n ELEMENTARY/JUNIOR

Concord Hill School	 59	 106	 57/43	 NA	 22	 PK-3	 N	 N	 Limited	 8	 N	 N	 18,250- 
													             32,750

     n ELEMENTARY/JUNIOR/SENIOR HIGH

Fairfax Christian	 58	 330	 50/50	 15	 20	 PK-12	 AP	 N	 Limited	 3	 Y	 Y	 60,100- 
School													             68,150abdeg

Garrison Forest	 63	 530	 All Girls	 30	 14	 PK-12	 AP	 N	 Limited	 20	 Y	 NA	 63,875- 
School													             69,475b

Jakarta Intercultural	 57	 2074	 48/52	 NA	 76	 PK-12	 AP/IB	 N	 Limited	 19.6	 Y	 NA	 17,000- 
School 													             46,000c

Rochambeau The	 60	 1180	 45/55	 NA	 30	 PK-12	 AP/IB	 N	 Limited	 15	 Y	 N	 24,750-	
French International													             29,865ab	
School					   

  n JUNIOR HIGH/SENIOR HIGH

New England	 71	 95	 50/50	 30	 NA	 6-12	 NA	 Y	 Y	 35	 Y	 Y	 44,625bdef 

Innovation Academy

  n SENIOR HIGH	

Christchurch School	 69	 210	 60/40	 70	 25	 9-12	 AP	 Y	 Y	 50	 Y	 Y	 55,900- 
													             56,900d

EF Academy	 59	 275	 55/45	 98	 90	 9-12	 IB	 N	 Y	 40.5	 Y	 N	 42,000- 
New York 													             66,500a

EF Academy	 59	 275	 50/50	 85	 75	 9-12	 AP	 N	 Y	 32	 Y	 N	 42,000- 
Pasadena 													             69,500

Fountain Valley	 63	 245	 50/50	 70	 32	 9-12	 AP	 Y	 Limited	 60	 Y	 Limited	 37,500- 
School 													             73,000b

George School	 61	 544	 46/54	 46	 28	 9-12	 AP/IB	 Y	 Limited	 36	 Y	 Limited	 73,100b

Marvelwood School	 69	 120	 50/50	 80	 15	 9-12, PG	 AP	 N	 Y	 55	 Y	 Limited	 64,700abce

Peddie School, The	 56	 530	 50/50	 61	 20	 9-PG	 AP	 Y	 N	 35	 Y	 Limited	 67,900bef

St. Mark’s School	 73	 375	 51/49	 75	 27	 9-12	 NA	 N	 N	 29	 N	 Limited	 72,930bf

Westover School	 72	 180	 All Girls 	 60	 30	 9-12	 AP	 N	 Limited	 50	 Y	 Limited	 71,800b

  
  n OVERSEAS 	

Berlin Brandenburg	 57	 800	 50/50	 10	 70	 K-12	 IB	 N	 Y	 22	 Y	 N	 48,000c 
International School

Carlucci American	 54	 689	 48/52	 NA	 78	 PK-12	 IB	 N	 Limited	 18	 Y	 N	 10,490- 
International School	  												            22,232abc 

of Lisbon

EF Academy Oxford	 59	 150	 50/50	 100	 100	 11-12	 IB	 N	 Limited	 43	 Y	 N	 62,000

Frankfurt	 60	 1800	 50/50	 NA	 80	 K-12	 IB	 N	 Limited	 12	 Y	 N	 11,744- 
International School 													             29,608bc

Leysin American	 68	 300	 50/50	 100	 85	 7-12, PG	 AP/IB	 N	 Limited	 75	 Y	 N	 109,000abd 

School in Switzerland

St. Stephen’s School - 	 63	 300	 47/53	 20	 64	 9-12, PG	 IB	 N	 N	 12	 Y	 N	 46,180b 

Rome

TASIS The American	 72	 750	 46/54	 37	 93	 PK-PG	 AP/IB	 N	 Y	 45	 Y	 Limited	 95,000bcde 

School in Switzerland

https://www.concordhill.org/
https://www.fairfaxchristianschool.com
https://www.gfs.org/
https://www.jisedu.or.id/
https://www.rochambeau.org/
https://neiacademy.org/
mailto:bburlee@christchurchschool.org
https://www.efacademy.org/en-us/contact-us/?source=014012%2CUS_NY&utm_source=foregin-service-journal&utm_medium=print-ad-private-school-guide&utm_content=applications-open
https://www.efacademy.org/en-us/contact-us/?source=014012%2CUS_NY&utm_source=foregin-service-journal&utm_medium=print-ad-private-school-guide&utm_content=applications-open
https://www.fvs.edu/
https://www.georgeschool.org/visitgs
https://www.marvelwood.org/
https://www.peddie.org/
https://www.stmarksschool.org/
https://www.westoverschool.org/fsj
https://www.bbis.de/
https://www.caislisbon.org/
https://www.efacademy.org/en-us/contact-us/?source=014012%2CUS_NY&utm_source=foregin-service-journal&utm_medium=print-ad-private-school-guide&utm_content=applications-open
https://www.fis.edu/
https://www.las.ch/
https://sssrome.it/
https://www.tasis.ch/
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L
ove it or hate it, chances are if you’re looking for a job 

with the U.S. government, you’re going to have to get 

familiar with the USAJobs portal. Thanks to a push for 

increased equity in federal government hiring by the Biden 

administration, college students and recent graduates are 

now able to use a new section of the portal to find intern-

ships—many of them paid—in their hoped-for fields. 

The USAJobs portal has been the government’s official 

job search website since 1996. Operated by the Office of 

Personnel Management (OPM), the portal is designed to 

connect job seekers with federal employment opportuni-

ties throughout the United States. Many Foreign Service 

family members have experience—some positive, some 

not—in applying for jobs through the virtual job board, 

which was expanded in February 2023 to include a sepa-

rate portal specifically targeting potential student interns.

Shortly after coming into office in 2021, as part of his 

Executive Order on Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Acces-

sibility in the Federal Workforce, President Biden instructed 

OPM to issue guidance on increasing the availability of 

paid internships, fellowships, and apprenticeships and to 

improve outreach to individuals from underserved commu-

nities. E.O. 14035 also requires each agency to report annu-

ally on their progress. Although the Executive Order makes 

it clear that agencies should seek to increase paid work 

opportunities for students and recent graduates, it does 

not provide a funding mechanism for these jobs, instead 

encouraging individual agencies to fund the positions.

On Jan. 19, 2023, OPM issued the required guidance, 

which calls on federal agencies to increase the number of 

interns, with an emphasis on increasing paid opportuni-

ties; to better coordinate and fund strategic internship 

and early career opportunities; and to hold senior leaders 

accountable to using the new internship programs to “build 

an inclusive and diverse Federal workforce talent pipeline.”

The following month, on Feb. 16, OPM launched the 

USAJobs Federal Internship Portal.

Like the original USAJobs search engine, the portal 

allows applicants to search for internships by agency, job 

type, or geographic location. Students can save searches 

and set up job alerts, allowing them to receive notifications 

when new internships that match their search criteria are 

posted. They can also save multiple résumés and other 

pertinent documents within the portal, which should 

streamline the application process.

Federal agencies offer internships in areas such as sci-

ence, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), 

as well as in fields such as public policy, law, and interna-

tional relations, giving students of all backgrounds a place 

to start within the federal system. 

“Federal internships offer a critical pathway into govern-

ment and public service,” OPM Director Kiran Ahuja said in 

a Feb. 16 statement. “The Federal government offers oppor-

tunities in nearly every sector and every industry, from 

conservation, to housing policy, cybersecurity, and health 

care. Hundreds of internships are already posted with more 

opportunities going live every week.”

The intern portal should make it easier for interested 

students to find suitable opportunities while also stream-

lining the hiring process for human resources departments, 

which can use the portal to search for, screen, and commu-

nicate with applicants.

OPM hosted a February webinar to share tips for using 

the portal. More than 1,800 people signed up to listen in 

to the webinar, which can be found online. They also offer 

an FAQ on the job portal for students interested in learning 

more about the process. OPM advises student applicants 

to “make sure you list all courses, skills, projects, volunteer 

experiences, and prior internships or opportunities that 

may qualify you for the job.”

An OPM spokesperson told the Journal that students 

who are interested in tech careers within the government 

should also take a look at another new portal opened this 

year by OPM: The USAJobs Federal Tech Portal was started 

to centralize the search and application process for all 

federal tech jobs, from internships though mid- and senior-

level careers. The tech portal was released in conjunction 

with a Tech to Gov Forum and Fair on Jan. 18, 2023, which 

attracted almost 1,900 attendees and hosted more than 

50 organizations at the federal, state, and local level.

Of course, the portal will only be useful if agencies use it 

to recruit student talent. An OPM spokesperson confirmed 

that federal agencies have committed to hiring 35,000 

interns across the country in Fiscal Year 2023, but a search 

of the internship portal on May 5 yielded just 70 job list-

ings. None of the job postings on the site were for the State 

Department or USAID.  n

Donna Scaramastra Gorman is an FSJ contributing writer.

 New USAJobs Portal Aims to Bring Students into Government

BY DONNA SCARAMASTRA GORMAN

https://www.opm.gov/news/releases/2023/02/release-new-federal-internship-portal-centralizes-search-and-application-process-for-prospective-interns/
https://intern.usajobs.gov/Search/Results?hp=student&wt=15328&s=salary&sd=desc&p=1
https://intern.usajobs.gov/Search/Results?hp=student&wt=15328&s=salary&sd=desc&p=1
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/06/25/executive-order-on-diversity-equity-inclusion-and-accessibility-in-the-federal-workforce/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m2qDKxx-nn4
https://www.usajobs.gov/Help/working-in-government/unique-hiring-paths/students/faq/federal-internship-faqs/
https://tech.usajobs.gov/Search/Results?cmco=TechToGov&p=1
https://intern.usajobs.gov/Search/Results?hp=student&wt=15328&s=salary&sd=desc&p=1
https://intern.usajobs.gov/Search/Results?hp=student&wt=15328&s=salary&sd=desc&p=1


EDUCATION AT A GLANCE Go to our webpage at www.afsa.org/education.

Enrollment
Gender 

Distribution
M/F

Percent 
Boarding

Percent  
Int’l.

Levels  
Offered

AP/IBu
TABS common 

application
Accept  

ADD/LDuu

Miles to  
Int’l. Airport

International 
Students 

Orientation

Holiday 
Break  

Coverageuuu

Annual Tuition, 
Room & Board 

(US $)

Page  
Number

School

66	 JUNE 2023 |  THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

  n SPECIAL NEEDS

Gow School, The	 58	 130	 70/30	 90	 10	 6-12, PG	 NA	 N	 Y	 25	 N	 Limited	 80,000b

LAB School	 55	 375	 59/41	 NA	 1	 1-12	 NA	 N	 Y	 26	 Y	 N	 54,000b 

of Washington, The

  n DISTANCE LEARNING

Dwight Global	 2	 430	 56/44	 NA	 17	 6-12	 AP/IB	 N	 Y	 NA	 Y	 NA	 39,900abde 

Online School

Hemispheres	 72	 24	 50/50	 NA	 100	 2-12	 AP	 N	 Y	 NA	 Y	 NA	 10,297- 
Academy 													             12,797de

  n OTHER

GCLO	 66		 Global Community Liaison Office: Information and resources for Foreign Service families. Contact GCLOAskEducation@state.gov.

FSYF 	 66		 Foreign Service Youth Foundation: A support network for U.S. Foreign Service youth worldwide. Go to www.fsyf.org.

uAdvanced Placement/International Baccalaureate      uuAttention Deficit Disorder/Learning Disabilities      uuuDec. 25-Jan. 1      NA, Not applicable   
aSibling discount          bFinancial aid available          cDollar value subject to exchange rate           

dAid for federal employees          eGap year          fNeed-blind admissions; will meet full financial need          gHost families 

Summer Camps 
& Programs 2024
Advertising Section

Summer Camps Summer Camps 
& Programs 2024& Programs 2024
Advertising SectionAdvertising Section To Advertise: Contact long@afsa.org today!

This section – Showcase of Summer Camps & Programs – helps Foreign Service 
families who have just transferred or are stationed long-term, who are seeking 
a safe, fun-filled summer experience, domestically or abroad, for their children.

mailto:long@afsa.org
https://www.fsyf.org/
https://www.state.gov/global-community-liaison-office/education-and-youth/special-needs-and-the-foreign-service-child/
https://www.gow.org/
https://www.labschool.org/globaldivision
https://www.dwight.global
https://www.hemispheresacademy.com/
https://www.state.gov/global-community-liaison-office/education-and-youth/special-needs-and-the-foreign-service-child/
https://www.fsyf.org/
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N
avigating the process of qualifying for the Special 

Needs Education Allowance (SNEA) can be over-

whelming for Foreign Service families. Under-

standing the SNEA eligibility process is imperative 

during the bidding process and while transitioning 

from school to school overseas; so is knowing the partners who 

can help ensure your child’s needs are met. 

If your child has suspected or identified educational needs, 

work together with overseas medical staff and the Office of Child 

and Family Programs (CFP) to determine the appropriate edu-

cational plan and apply for SNEA, which can help you effectively 

implement that plan.

In June 2020, the Office of Inspector General (OIG) conducted 

an extensive audit of SNEA and made a total of 15 recommenda-

tions. Changes include updates to both the Department of State 

Standardized Regulations (DSSR) that governs allowances and 

benefits for U.S. civilians assigned abroad and to the Foreign 

Affairs Manual (FAM). 

The November 2022 revisions to DSSR 276.8 and 3 FAM 3280 

include clarifying the Bureau of Medical Services (MED)/CFP 

authorization and appeals process and eligibility requirements, 

expanding the list of required documentation, spelling out the 

steps in the SNEA appeal process, listing the expenses that are 

and are not covered, and changing the methodology for SNEA 

rate calculations.

The Global Community Liaison Office (GCLO) is here to 

guide parents to the information and resources that will help 

you understand the available options for meeting your child’s 

educational needs. 

Recently, GCLO’s Rebecca McPherson sat down with Dr. Jason 

Coe, director of Overseas Mental Health Services; Nancy Kelly, CFP 

Education Program specialist; and Michele Schurtz, CFP program 

manager/nurse consultant in MED’s Office of Child and Family 

Programs (MED/CFP) as well as with a team from the Office of 

Allowances (A/OPR/ALS) to clarify some of these changes.

The Expansion of 3 FAM 3283 
GCLO: The requirements in 3 FAM 3283 for SNEA eligibility 

were expanded in November 2022. Why were they expanded, and 

what are the new eligibility requirements?

MED/CFP Team: The OIG identified that our SNEA process 

was causing confusion. The program needed to be more transpar-

ent on how and when to apply for SNEA funding. Some families 

were not aware that they need to reapply annually for SNEA or that 

the SNEA authorization is post-, school-, and provider-specific. 

Of course, this confusion is not what we want. We want 

access to this program to be as clear as possible, and so we 

expanded 3 FAM 3283 and clarified eligibility requirements.  

EDUCATION SUPPLEMENT

Rebecca McPherson is the Education and Youth 

Program specialist at the Global Community Liaison 

Office.

EDUCATION SUPPLEMENT

What’s changed with SNEA? The Global Community Liaison Office finds out.
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https://www.stateoig.gov/report/aud-fm-20-33#
https://www.stateoig.gov/report/aud-fm-20-33#
https://aoprals.state.gov/content.asp?content_id=282&menu_id=101
https://fam.state.gov/fam/03fam/03fam3280.html


68	 JUNE 2023 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

EDUCATION SUPPLEMENT

In CFP, we now follow a clearly defined 

SNEA application review time frame. For 

example, families are to apply for SNEA 

funding for the current 2022-2023 school 

year by Dec. 31, 2023.

GCLO: There are now significantly 

more requirements for SNEA to accept 

an Individual Education Plan (IEP) or 

an Individual Learning Plan (ILP). Who 

should families reach out to in CFP to 

make sure their child’s IEP will meet the 

new requirements?

MED/CFP Team:  If a family is not 

actively corresponding with a member of 

the CFP team, I would encourage them to 

email MEDCFP@state.gov. We are happy 

to provide guidance.

The revised 3 FAM 3284 details the 

required elements of the IEP/504 Plan or 

the IEP/ILP equivalent. The goal of this 

revision is to detail the specific, required 

information parents should include in 

the learning plan/equivalent. 

GCLO: What does the Special Needs 

Education Allowance Committee do?

MED/CFP Team: The deputy under 

secretary for management created the 

Special Needs Education Allowance 

Committee, or the SNEA Committee,  

in November 2018 in response to the 

OIG audit. 

This committee works at a policy level, 

reviewing existing SNEA procedures and 

reporting to the under secretary for man-

agement, as needed. The SNEA Commit-

tee is not directly involved in the CFP team 

review or in processing SNEA requests.

GCLO: What changes were made to 

the SNEA Appeal Process and why?

MED/CFP Team: A formalized SNEA 

appeal process was developed and 

implemented in 2020 as a result of the 

OIG SNEA audit and recommendations. 

Families now can initiate a SNEA appeal 

when educational services required are 

not approved as part of the SNEA review.

We want access to 
this program to be 
as clear as possible. 

—MED/CFP

https://www.las.ch/
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The SNEA appeal process, outlined in 

3 FAM 3289, provides detail and transpar-

ency regarding eligibility, steps to initiate 

an appeal, the composition of the SNEA 

Medical Review Panel, and procedures in 

reviewing cases and determining eligibility.

SNEA Allowances
GCLO: I understand that the changes 

to DSSR 274.12 on Special Needs Educa-

tion Allowances (SNEA) were a result of 

an OIG audit. What was the impetus for 

the OIG audit, and what did it reveal? 

Office of Allowances (ALS) Team:  
A number of issues had been reported  

to the OIG about the SNEA process.  

During their audit, OIG found that 

regional bureaus would allocate the full 

published SNEA amount per child and 

that posts were utilizing the end-of-year 

SNEA excess amounts for other post 

obligations. 

This is not how the program is sup-

posed to operate. The OIG determined 

that a more rigorous process was neces-

sary to make sure the money went where 

it was intended and that the process 

would better meet the financial needs of 

parents applying for the allowances for 

their children.  

GCLO: Can you explain what changed 

in the methodology for calculating SNEA 

rates? 

ALS Team: Previously, the “At Post” 

SNEA rate was an average of U.S. and 

foreign schools able to address spe-

cial needs plus a local transportation 

component. With the recent changes, the 

“At Post” SNEA is now equivalent to the 

DSSR Section 920 “At Post” Education 

Allowance for the employee’s foreign post 

of assignment and the child’s grade level. 

MED/CFP reviews the child’s ILP 

or equivalent and approves services 

required in the ILP that may not be 

https://www.marvelwood.org/
mailto:bburlee@christchurchschool.org
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available through the school. Posts may 

approve up to 50 percent above the “At 

Post” SNEA rate for allowable expenses. 

When necessary, Supplementary Instruc-

tion can be funded up to $4,100, in addi-

tion to the “At Post” SNEA rate. 

The “Home Study/Private Instruction/

Virtual Schooling” (HS/PI/VS) SNEA 

rates are now equivalent to the HS/PI/VS 

rates under DSSR 274.12b (K–6 $10,500 

and 7–12 $21,500, as of March 23, 2023). 

MED/CFP reviews the child’s ILP or 

equivalent and approves funds for addi-

tional services required in the ILP. Posts 

may reimburse for allowable expenses up 

to 50 percent above the HS/PI/VS SNEA 

rate. Previously, the HS/PI/VS SNEA rate 

was the same as the “At Post” SNEA rate.

The methodology for the “Away from 

Post” SNEA rate remains the same: an 

average of U.S. and foreign boarding 

schools attended by children with special 

needs plus an international transporta-

tion component to get the child between 

their school and the employee’s foreign 

post of assignment. 

The current amount, as of March 23, 

2023, is $95,400 annually. As above, MED/

CFP reviews each child’s ILP or equivalent 

and approves additional services required 

in the ILP. Posts may reimburse for allow-

able expenses up to 50 percent above the 

“Away from Post” SNEA rate. 

GCLO: Is there a new cap for SNEA 

reimbursements? It appears that the 

services are capped at 150 percent of the 

standard “At Post” education allowance. 

FROM THE DECEMBER 2022   
FSJ EDUCATION SUPPLEMENT 

 

Returning to U.S. Public Schools with  
Special Education Needs: What You Need to Know

BY CHARLOTTE LARSEN AND REBECCA MCPHERSON

R
eturning to the U.S. after being overseas with a child who has an Indi-

vidualized Education Program (IEP) or a 504 Plan can be a challenge. 

Finding the right services and schools to meet the needs of your child 

will take time to research and understand.  

As every child is different, many factors will go into this decision process. 

It is important to research the school districts and programs you are consid-

ering and evaluate whether the education they have received overseas will 

align with the different types of public school systems in the U.S. Starting 

early, asking questions, and connecting with the right resources will be cru-

cial to making the transition easier.

As a Foreign Service parent, you may face the reality that the IEP or 504 

Plan from your children’s international school is no longer valid once they 

come home, nor is any educational assessment completed by an outside 

provider. If a child receives an IEP-504 from an international school overseas, 

including a State Department–assisted school, it will not be accepted by a 

U.S. public school.

The Global Community Liaison Office (GCLO) wants to help you under-

stand how to navigate and advocate for the best outcome for your child in 

these situations.

Knowing who to contact can save time and can contribute to a successful 

transition back to the U.S. You can visit GCLO’s Special Needs and the Foreign 

Service Child web page for parent resource centers in the D.C./Maryland/

Virginia (DMV) school districts and to connect with the Parent Educational 

Advocacy Training Centers in the state where you choose to live.

You can start communicating with the school in the U.S. as soon as you 

know you are returning. Starting early allows you to understand the pro-

cess for the school where you are hoping to enroll your child. Under the U.S. 

education law and IDEA 2004, an educational evaluation must be performed 

every three years.

The Bureau of Medical Services Child and Family Program (CFP) encour-

ages families to contact MEDCFP@state.gov before scheduling an assessment 

and choosing an evaluator. CFP specialists can answer questions, discuss 

concerns, and provide recommendations for services that the schools can con-

sider, as well as confirm whether an evaluator and the assessment meet the 

qualifications for Special Needs Education Allowance (SNEA) eligibility.

Charlotte Larsen has been a Foreign Service family member at six overseas posts over 

the last 26 years. She joined the Global Community Liaison Office as education and 

youth program officer in 2020. 

     Rebecca McPherson has been a Foreign Service family member for eight years, serv-

ing both overseas and domestically. She joined the Global Community Liaison Office in 

January 2020 and is an education and youth program specialist. 

     The complete article appears in the December 2022 FSJ.

Whatever is 
necessary for the 
child’s education is 
allowed. 

—ALS



THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | JUNE 2023 	 71

What if the services for a child cost more 

than that? 

ALS Team: No, services are not 

capped at 150 percent of the standard 

“At Post” education allowance. The DSSR 

provides guidelines for parents to request 

an allowance above the published rate; 

however, whatever is necessary for the 

child’s education is allowed.

The first 50 percent above the chosen 

education allowance (At Post, Away from 

Post, or HS/PI/VS) may be reimbursed at 

the post level for required services listed 

in the child’s ILP or equivalent, as well as 

additional allowable expenses (listed in 

DSSR 276, 277, and 960).

If additional funding is necessary, 

post sends a request to us in the Office of 

Allowances. If MED/CFP is not copied on 

the request, then we will communicate 

with them to confirm the dollar amount 

and make sure we are able to financially 

meet a child’s educational needs.

The Role of the Office  
of Overseas Schools

GCLO’s Education and Youth Team 

also spoke with the Office of Overseas 

Schools (OS) to learn about the role 

regional education officers (REOs) play 

in helping meet the needs of families 

with children who have special education 

needs. The State Department’s six REOs 

are all former educators, principals, or 

heads of international schools, and they 

are full of knowledge about the assisted 

schools overseas that they support. 

The term “assisted” means that the 

school receives an annual grant from the 

State Department to assist with opera-

tions and programs and to help them 

offer educational practices similar to 

those in U.S. schools. Parents can contact 

the REO to discuss options, ask questions 

about specific schools, receive guidance, 

and help ensure that their child’s needs 

can be met at a particular school at post.

GCLO: Most of the Department of 

State’s assisted schools are limited in their 

ability to meet the special education needs 

of a growing number of Foreign Service 

children. What steps is your office taking 

to improve the availability of accommo-

dations for moderate to severe learning 

needs? 

Overseas Schools Team: Improving 

the availability of special needs program-

ming is at the top of our office’s strategic 

plan. Families are encouraged to work 

with the REOs as early as possible in their 

bidding and assignments process. 

While we support American-style 

education through our annual grants 

program, State does not own or operate 

any of these schools. We provide guidance 

A more rigorous process 
was necessary to make 
sure the money went 
where it was intended. 

—ALS

https://neiacademy.org/
https://www.state.gov/contact-us-office-of-overseas-schools/
https://www.state.gov/contact-us-office-of-overseas-schools/
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and best practices, but we are not involved 

in the day-to-day policies or decisions at 

these independent institutions. 

Our team’s advocacy has increased 

the number of assisted schools willing to 

consider the applications of mild learn-

ing needs from approximately 20 percent 

to 98 percent. This work is just the start. 

Next, we hope to increase the level 

and diversity of needs served. To under-

stand these schools and programs, and 

where each school is in their journey to 

build special needs capacity, we encour-

age families to reach out to the REOs. 

A
Understanding the SNEA process and 

ensuring children are receiving the ser-

vices they need is an important part of 

the process as families make decisions 

on their moves from post to post. GCLO 

aims to inform and connect families 

to resources that will help with those 

transitions. We encourage you to reach 

out directly to the Office of Allowances 

(AllowancesO@state.gov), MED’s CFP 

Team (MEDCFP@state.gov), and the 

Office of Overseas Schools (Overseas 

Schools@state.gov) with questions or to 

ask for more information. 

We also encourage families to 

contact our Education and Youth Team 

at GCLOAskEducation@state.gov, by 

phone at (202) 647-1076, and visit them 

online at www.state.gov/glco/education. 

Families may also want to read  

3 FAM 3280 SNEA and the DSSR 270 

Education Allowance.  n

To understand 
these schools and 
programs, and 
where each school 
is in their journey 
to build special 
needs capacity, we 
encourage families 
to reach out to the 
REOs.  

—OS

https://www.stmarksschool.org/
mailto:OverseasSchools@state.gov
mailto:OverseasSchools@state.gov
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Putin’s Life—Illustrated

Accidental Czar: The Life and Lies of 
Vladimir Putin
Andrew S. Weiss (author), Brian “Box” 

Brown (illustrator), First Second, 2022, 

$28.99/hardcover, e-book available, 272 

pages.

Reviewed by Joe Rice Johnson III

To be succinct, this graphic biography is 

a brilliant piece of work with many keen 

revelations and observations—not the 

least of which are human frailty and the 

resounding geopolitical issues of a very 

complex country.   

Author Andrew Weiss draws on his 

deep knowledge of Russian and Soviet 

history, culture, and politics to present a 

compelling narrative, pleasantly accented 

via the engaging visuals by Brian “Box” 

Brown. In a surreal fashion, the graphic 

format makes reading the book akin to 

viewing a captivating slide presentation. 

Each of the 

seven chapters 

gifts the reader 

with all the infor-

mation one needs 

to know about 

Vladimir Putin 

and his quiet yet 

stunning rise to 

power—from 

his challenging youth to the pres-

ent day. Clearly, the reader will gain a 

perspective of his determination to leave 

The final two piercing 
sentences of the book  
are a wakeup call for all 
globalist stakeholders.

behind his early struggles, which ironi-

cally have made him who he is today.

Additionally, the book reveals the 

challenges he faced early in his career 

as an intelligence operative, through his 

years as a deputy to Anatoly Sobchak 

(a former pro-democracy mayor of St. 

Petersburg), and even including a time 

when he wondered if he would have 

to drive a taxi to meet expenses for his 

family.

Sparkling flashes of Russian history 

are sprinkled usefully throughout. We are 

reminded that Russia is the largest country 

in the world, covering 6.6 million square 

miles with 11 time zones. A diverse and 

multiethnic country, Russia has had to 

transform itself over the ages to survive. 

Likewise, throughout his life, Putin 

has transformed himself to meet the 

current realities facing Russia. Readers 

learn how he has carefully crafted an 

image that dovetails with the sovereign 

attitudes of Russians: “We are a victori-

ous people! It is in our genes and in our 

genetic code!” and “There are no 

bad Czars in Russia, just bad advis-

ers.” To the overwhelming majority, 

Putin is Russia and Russia is Putin. 

Thus, his stratospheric approval 

ratings from Russians should not  

be surprising.

The final two piercing sentences 

of the book are a wakeup call for 

all globalist stakeholders. Those 33 

words (and history will prove the 

authors correct) encouraged me 

to keep the book at the top of my 

stacks as I knew I would want to 

read it again. 

Curiously, I found the second 

read more enthralling and enter-

taining, though at times more 

dispiriting, than the first. I see the book’s 

overall theme as remarkably tied to the 

ongoing narrative of Russia itself.

Weiss also makes clear that U.S.-

Russia relations are complicated and 

complex. He notes the lack of discus-

sion of grievances from both sides and 

the horrific risks associated with this 

stalemate. He writes that we must do 

better with this situation, and he is 100 

percent right. 

We should not forget that Putin was 

the first world leader to call the White 

House after 9/11 and offer support 

in our response to al-Qaida and the 

Taliban. True enough, there has been 

a dramatic and dangerous departure 

from those times, but we must not let 

go of any opportunities wherein the two 

countries can defuse tensions.

Russia is governed much differently 

than we are, however, Weiss goes on to 

write. Putin proceeds from the base real-

ization that the role of a strong state is an 

end unto itself. Thus, the interests of the 

state will always take precedence over the 

individual and even the rule of law.

Clearly, Putin’s belief system is 

deeply rooted in Russian history and 

political culture, in which the idea that 

the country requires and has always 

required a strong, centralized state to 

rule society is a truism. This is diametri-

cally opposed to the ideals of participa-

tory democracy. 

This book should be required read-

ing for students of Russian history or 

geopolitics, anyone with an interest in 

U.S.-Russia relations or even a passing 

interest in Russia, and those living and 

working in Russia.

In my opinion, the excellent work by 

the author leaves us with the sharpening 

and glaring reality of today’s tinderbox 

between the two countries. Either we 

find a way out of this man-made conun-

drum, or we stumble into the abyss of 

what surely could be an end of humanity 

as we know it. 

BOOKS

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250760753/accidental-czar
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250760753/accidental-czar
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We owe it to our children and grand-

children to do better in our transforma-

tional and evolving relationship with 

Russia.  

  

Joe Rice Johnson III is a seasoned Russia 

expert, one of the first political consultants 

to work there during the Gorbachev years. 

He led democracy promotion programs as 

the country director for the International 

Republican Institute. He has met Vladimir 

Putin twice (being the only American invited 

to a United Russia Congress twice). He also 

worked in the private sector for a U.S.-based 

oil trading company in Russia.

Churchill’s Principal 
Weakness

Churchill and India: Manipulation or 
Betrayal?
Kishan S. Rana, Routledge, 2022, $52.95/

paperback, e-book available, 214 pages.

Reviewed by Edward Marks

History is a complicated story, full of 

major as well as subordinate themes. The 

major theme of the 20th century, argu-

ably, was the great global conflicts that 

endured for much of the century.   

The two world wars were the most 

dramatic events, but there were other 

major developments, one of the most 

notable being the end of the European-

dominated colonial system. We can all 

recall those global maps that dramatically 

showed in color that, indeed, the sun 

never set on the British Empire.

The world wars proved to be a solvent 

that, among other things, dissolved the 

colonial system. The “winds of change” 

were spurred by the conflicts, and within 

30 years of the end of World War II, hun-

dreds of years of European colonialism 

had ended. 

If the British Empire was number one 

among empires, British India was its 

“jewel in the crown.” Its independence 

in 1947 was the death knell for European 

colonialism, and how it came about has 

been the subject of numerous studies, 

articles, memoirs, books, and movies.

Ambassador Kishan Rana’s book is an 

intriguing contribution to this literature, 

as it is not focused on the overall drama 

and scope of the Indian independence 

movement but rather on the role of one 

man: Winston Churchill. 

As Rana puts it: “The India story of 

Churchill’s extreme positions on all 

things that touched on constitutional 

changes in India, and his hatred for Gan-

dhi, the Indian national movement and 

towards all things that he labeled ‘Hindu,’ 

became one of the principal weaknesses 

in Churchill’s public persona.”

Rana shows how Churchill’s limited 

empathy toward India, initially based on 

his inherited imperial vision as a member 

of England’s ruling class, was reinforced 

by his early experience as a young soldier 

in India where he adopted as an article of 

faith the distinction between the “martial 

Moslem races” and the “degraded” 

Hindus. 

Although Churchill never returned 

to India after his military experience, 

his long career in British politics often 

touched on the questions of imperial 

governance in general and India in  

particular. This distant involvement  

was summed up in his statement in 1942: 

“I have not become the King’s First Min-

ister in order to preside over the liquida-

tion of the British Empire.”

Rana’s analysis of Churchill’s role 

falls into three broad categories. First, 

whenever the subject of India came 

up throughout his six-decade political 

career, Churchill resisted any effort to 

reconsider the colonial relationship. 

https://afsa.org/fsj-archive
https://www.routledge.com/Churchill-and-India-Manipulation-or-Betrayal/Rana/p/book/9781032354965
https://www.routledge.com/Churchill-and-India-Manipulation-or-Betrayal/Rana/p/book/9781032354965
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Second, during 

the 1942-1943 

famine in India, 

Churchill as prime 

minister essentially 

ignored the prob-

lem and refused 

to divert resources 

away from other areas more directly 

involved with the war. This failure of the 

colonial administrative system resulted in 

3 million dead and permanent damage to 

the Indian body politic. 

And last, Churchill’s effective resis-

tance to the independence movement 

as prime minister during the war years 

prevented any serious planning and 

preparation so that when independence 

came in 1947, it was accompanied by the 

horrors of partition, the political strug-

gles in the subcontinent, and resulting 

decades of conflict and insecurity.

Rana’s story is not a simple debunk-

ing of Churchill nor a personal attack. As 

he states:  “Churchill has extraordinary 

achievements to his credit, not just lim-

ited to his World War II leadership; one 

cannot study his life without developing 

admiration for the depth and breadth of 

his genius. But he remains responsible 

for all the damage he did in mishandling 

the endgame of British India, and his 

India-related misdeeds.”

Ambassador Rana, a distinguished 

Indian diplomat (retired) and prolific 

writer on diplomatic history and practice, 

presents a convincing interpretation of 

historic events in this book. 

In addition to a new insight into the 

life and role of Winston Churchill, there  

is a revealing discussion of the politics 

and administration of colonial policy  

that took place in the imperial capital,  

far away from the colony itself. 

Both old India hands and Churchill 

aficionados should find this study 

thought-provoking.  n

  

Edward Marks is a retired Senior Foreign 

Service officer and ambassador, and a  

longtime AFSA member and former chair  

of the FSJ Editorial Board. His career 

memoir,  A Professional Foreigner, was 

published in the spring of this year by the 

University of Nebraska Press in cooperation 

with the Association for Diplomatic Studies 

and Training.

mailto:journal@afsa.org
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  CLASSIFIED ADVERTISEMENTS

 

n BOOKS

DOGS ON THE RUN All about DOGS—“round the 
world” (2023 Picture Book/Calendar—large print) 
by Phyllis Chestang, MBA, International Business, 
George Washington University, PhD@dissertation, 
Walden University, Sharing insights from Frankfurt 
Buchmesse 2023 USA Pavilion. Former Capital Dev. 
Loan Officer/USAID/FSO, Middle East & E. Africa 
and lived professional experiences.

For all dog lovers, your best friends & companions plus fondest memo-
ries. Great for homes, offices, and gifting, made in America/USA, 22 
pages, print book, premium color, 100#, landscape (11 X 8.5 in), Wire-
O, glossy cover.

Email: peachtree5319@gmail.com 
Website: www.phyllissecondwind.com

n EMPLOYMENT

Virtual & Part-Time E Visa Specialist
Established, traditional immigration law firm is seeking an experienced 
former or retiring FSO to work remotely on E1/E2 visa applications. 
Requirement: 5+ years of proven experience reviewing E visa applica-
tions; knowledge of Spanish and/or Portuguese (a plus). Additional H, 
L & EB-1 work opportunities available, if interested. This is an outside 
contractor position. Candidate will report to firm’s attorney, based in 
Miami, but work off-site. Hourly compensation commensurate with 
experience. Qualified candidates, please email résumé to claudia@
liberatoreusa.com.

Email: claudia@liberatoreusa.com

n LEGAL SERVICES

ATTORNEY WITH OVER 25 YEARS’ successful  
experience SPECIALIZING FULL-TIME IN  
FS GRIEVANCES will more than double your  
chance of winning: 30% of grievants win before the 
Grievance Board; 85% of my clients win. Only a 
private attorney can adequately develop and  
present your case, including necessary regs, arcane 
legal doctrines, precedents, and rules. 

Bridget R. Mugane 
Tel: (301) 596-0175 or (202) 387-4383. 
Email: fsatty@comcast.net
Website: foreignservicelawyer.com

EXPERIENCED ATTORNEYS REPRESENTING FS officers in matters 
involving security clearances; grievances; performance, promotion, 
and tenure; financial claims; discrimination; and discipline. We repre-
sent FS officers at all stages of proceedings, including at hearings before 
the FSGB. We provide experienced, timely, and knowledgeable advice 
to employees, from junior untenured officers through the Senior FS, 
and often work closely with AFSA.

Kalijarvi, Chuzi, Newman & Fitch
Tel: (202) 331-9260.
Email: intake@kcnlaw.com
Website: kcnfdc.com | clearancelawyers.com

n PET TRANSPORTATION

PET SHIPPING WORLDWIDE:
ACTION PET EXPRESS. Veteran-owned since 
1969.

Tel: (888) 318-9696.
Email: info@actionpetexpress.com
Website: www.actionpetexpress.com

n REAL ESTATE

As a full-service Realtor and former FSO, I am passionate about assisting 
those serving abroad or heading to Foggy Bottom. Learn how my service 
differentiates ensuring a seamless transition whether buying or selling.

“Knowing the market extremely well, Alan suggested the best locations 
per our budget. He kept us informed and always secured our input even 
though we were several time zones away overseas. Alan Davis was the 
perfect Realtor for our Foreign Service family, and I recommend him 
without reservation for a hassle-free purchase experience. Thanks, Alan!” 
—FH 2022

ALAN DAVIS, Licensed Realtor
Samson Properties
4720A Langston Street
Arlington, VA 22207
Cell/Text: (571) 229-6821.
Email: alandavisrealtor@gmail.com
Website: www.alandavisrealtor.com

FLORIDA’S PARADISE COAST—Naples, Bonita Springs, Estero
Excellent amenities, activities, cultural events in beautiful Southwest 
Florida. Outstanding home values.

Thomas M. Farley, LLC. Retired SFS.
Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices Florida Realty
Email: tomfarley@BHHSFloridaRealty.net
 

Katie Stowe Properties—A tailored approach to your real estate needs. 
I am a Foreign Service spouse, and my team and I specialize in working 
with the Foreign Service community. We care deeply about your unique 
needs and customize a strategy to help you meet your short- and long-
term goals. Licensed in DC|MD|VA. Associate Broker in VA. 

Tel: (703) 991-9766.
Email: katie@katiestowe.com
Website: katiestowe.com

SARASOTA FLORIDA REALTOR—Best Beaches, Fine Dining, Theater, 
Opera, World Class Museum—yours to enjoy!

Marian Walsh, Medway Realty
Tel: (941) 483-0803.
Email: florida.walsh@gmail.com

Invest in a Commercial or Residential Property! Contact an experienced 
Realtor, offering a complimentary consultation to Foreign Service officers. 
Licensed in Virginia and DC. EHO.

Contact: Erika Garcia—Investment Properties 
Long and Foster, Inc.
438 Maple Avenue E
Vienna, VA 22180 
Tel: (703) 628-6622.
Email: Erika.Garcia@LNF.com
Website: Longandfoster.com/ErikaGarcia

n TAX & FINANCIAL SERVICES  

IRVING CPA, PLLC. Scott Irving, CPA, has more than 20 years of  
experience in public tax practice and specializes in Foreign Service  
family tax preparation and tax planning. 

Tel: (202) 257-2318. 
Email: info@irvingcom.com
Website: www.irvingcpa.pro

These listings are paid advertisements and do not imply endorsement 
of or recommendation by AFSA or The Foreign Service Journal.

https://foreignservicelawyer.com/
https://kcnfdc.com/
https://clearancelawyers.com
https://www.katiestowe.com/
https://www.longandfoster.com/ErikaGarcia
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PROFESSIONAL TAX RETURN PREPARATION. Arthur A. Granberg, 
EA, ATA, ATP, has more than 40 years of experience in public tax 
practice. Our Associates include EAs & CPAs. Our rate is $150 per hour; 
most FS returns take just 3-4 hours. Located near Ballston Mall and 
metro station.

Tax Matters Associates PC
4600 N. Fairfax Drive, Suite 414
Arlington, VA 22203
Tel: (703) 522-3828.
Fax: (703) 522-5726.
Email: aag8686tma@gmail.com

My Small Business Accountants specializes in Business Startups, 
Accounting & Tax Preparation services. Our experience spans over 20 
years. Staffed by CPA Certificate & Accounting Degree holders. Business 
Consulting & Tax Planning.
Tel: (202) 293-4032; (703) 534-6040.
Email: scole@sbacct.com
Website: www.sbacct.com

n TEMPORARY HOUSING

CORPORATE APARTMENT SPECIALISTS. We have 25 years of experi-
ence serving the Foreign Service community. Sliding scales and TDY per 
diems are welcome! We offer a variety of locations throughout Virginia, 
Maryland, and DC. Our all-inclusive pricing includes updated furniture, 
tasteful décor, all houseware items, all utilities, high-speed Wi-Fi, and an 
expanded cable package. 

Tel: (800) 914-2802.
Email: bookings@corporateapartments.com
Website: www.corporateapartments.com

DCDIGS GUEST APARTMENTS: We’re different from your typical 
“corporate” apartments! Located in Dupont Circle, our apartments 
are designed as places where we’d like to live and work—beautifully 
furnished and fully equipped (including high-speed internet, computer, 
printer, and TV). We don’t believe in extra charges like application or 
cleaning fees. Most importantly, you only pay for the nights you stay, 
even if your plans change at the last minute. 

Tel: (202) 536-2500. 
Email: DCDIGS@gmail.com
Website: www.dcdigs.com

DCLuxe Properties. Washington, D.C., corporate housing, offering 
large fully furnished and generously equipped one- and two-bedroom 
units in the heart of the popular Dupont Circle neighborhood. In-unit 
washer/dryer, TV, high-speed internet, and weekly housekeeping are 
standard amenities. Your privacy is important to us—no shared spaces 
or large apartment buildings. The subway, grocery stores, drug stores, 
dry cleaners, and restaurants are all within 3 blocks of your unit. We 
have more than 20 years of experience with USG sliding scale per diem.

Live like a local!
For more information and photos, contact us:
Email: host@dcluxe.com
Website: dcluxe.com

Ritzy Rentals: 1 to 6 bedrooms apartments, fully furnished, all utilities 
included in different locations in DC, 30 day minimum.

Tel: (202) 327-3688.
Email: DCvisitors@gmail.com 
Website: RitzyRentals.com

n OTHER SERVICES

ADMISSIONS ESSAY CONSULTING. 15 years’ expertise with College, 
Law, MBA, Med School. Get coaching for your child or yourself! Brenda 
Bernstein, Yale ’91 (Eng) / NYU Law ’98.

Tel: (718) 390-6696.
Website: TheEssayExpert.com

Online Psychiatrist. Talk therapy worldwide. Psychiatric evaluations, 
EMDR (trauma) therapy, anxiety, depression, ADHD, expat, work-life 
balance, and relationship issues. If you are insured via AFSHA, my ser-
vices are in network. Free introduction: https://www.openforest.net/fsj.
 
Michiel Bosman, MD, Ph.D.
Email: michiel@openforest.net

Early Childhood Development educator: VA/DC/MD. Family Home 
Daycare providing safe, clean, comfortable, stimulating & nurturing 
environment where children learn through play. We are aware that 
emotional, social & physical development of children directly affects 
their development and the adult they become. For over 38 years, we have 
dedicated ourselves to parents ensuring children get an early start to 
productive futures.

Contact: Bennie Cole 
Tel: (703) 841-9342.

Kitchen Bathroom Remodel. Georgetown Kitchen and Bathroom. 
Founder and architect with 10 years’ experience. Free Estimate.

Tel: (202) 812-2047.
Email: georgetownkitchenbath@gmail.com
Website: www.georgetownkitchenbath.com

https://dcluxe.com/
https://ritzyrentals.com/
https://theessayexpert.com/
https://www.georgetownkitchenbath.com/
mailto:ads@afsa.org
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Carl William Henn worked for USAID Zambia from 2004 to 2010, serving as 

a Food-for-Peace officer to support Angolan refugee feeding in remote western 

Zambia across the Zambezi River. His primary assignment with USAID was 

HIV/AIDS prevention and treatment, but the job was expanded to include 

drought relief and refugee feeding. Prior to USAID Zambia, he worked for  

USAID Zimbabwe as a health officer. He later served with USAID Burundi, 2018-2019.  

He has recently taken early retirement to focus on writing a book about his experiences.

I
magine my surprise when, on a routine 

visit to the Angolan refugee camp on 

the giant floodplains of the Zambezi 

River in western Zambia in early 2006,  

I ran into … Pavarotti.  

The startling experience throws some 

light on the often highly complex arrange-

ments involved in getting food aid to refu-

gees, as well as the type of global conflict 

and postconflict resettlement efforts in 

which America is involved.

In addition to my other work at 

USAID Zambia, I had been designated 

the Mission Food-for-Peace officer 

supporting Angolan refugee feeding 

programs. There were more than 450,000 

Angolan refugees at the height of the 

civil war in Angola that began in 1975. 

Many of the refugees had fled into Zam-

bia over a period of years as the long, 

brutal civil war dragged on. 

Although the war ended in 2002, 

convincing all the refugees to return 

home was a complex process that ended 

up taking years. Refugees had legitimate 

reasons to fear for their lives. Angola had 

been heavily mined. 

It was dangerous for farmers, chil-

dren, vehicles, essentially everyone 

and everything. Farmers might lose a 

leg while planting or harvesting crops. 

Children could be killed just trying to 

Finding Pavarotti in Western Zambia  
BY CA R L W I L L I A M  H E N N

play soccer. On the road, a vehicle might 

hit a hidden mine at any time. 

In 2006, 75,000 refugees were still in 

the camps. USAID was one of three major 

international relief agencies involved in 

supporting refugees and the major donor 

to the World Food Program (WFP) that has 

the mandate to supply food aid. 

I visited the refugee camps with 

representatives from the U.N. High Com-

mission for Refugees (UNHCR), which 

established and managed the camps; the 

WFP, which imported American food aid; 

and the Zambian Ministry of the Interior, 

which ensured security. 

My job was to make sure American 

food aid reached the refugees, was distrib-

uted properly, and was not being resold or 

diverted. We also sought to maintain the 

peace between the refugees and the local 

population, which resented “foreigners” 

receiving free food and lodging.

Two Angolan refugee camps were 

located on the huge Barotse floodplain. 

UNHCR was trying to close the more 

remote Nangweshi Camp and move the 

remaining refugees to Mayukwayukwa 

Camp, which was more accessible for 

delivery of food aid and other supplies 

and services.

Getting the food to the camps was a 

challenge. There was no bridge across 

the Zambezi River to the refugee camps. 

The Zambezi overflowed its banks from 

January to March at the peak of the annual 

flood following the end of the rainy  

season. During those several months,  

the river flooded the plains, submerging 

the only road and making it impassible.

UNHCR had to find a way to float the 

The pontoon boat Pavarotti.
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The Pavarotti could take large quantities of food and small 
vehicles. Inset: When not carrying food, the boat could 
accommodate about 100 people at a time.

food commodities across on boats. Food 

aid is bulky and heavy (50-pound bags of 

cornmeal, large tins of oil, and 25-pound 

sacks of beans). The small local boats, 

mostly dugout canoes, could only trans-

port a relatively tiny amount of food. 

That’s where Luciano Pavarotti comes 

in; the renowned opera singer was also 

a goodwill ambassador for the 

UNHCR. A charity named “Luciano 

and Friends” did a refugee benefit 

concert in May 2002 and raised 

enough money to donate a cargo 

boat. Pavarotti asked UNHCR if he 

could name it after his father, Fer-

nando Pavarotti, who had just died.

To get the metal cargo boat to 

where it was needed, it had to be cut into 

sections and transported thousands of 

miles from the coast, then reassembled 

on-site. A pontoon boat, it was a cheap, 

efficient way to float up to 63 metric tons 

at a time across the river. The boat could 

also transport small vehicles; and when 

not transporting food, it had enough deck 

space to take about a hundred refugees at 

a time. 

I had certainly not expected to see a 

boat named Pavarotti on the Zambezi 

River. But there it was. 

We can be proud of the ingenuity of 

the various agencies and the generosity 

of the American people in supporting 

the refugees, who had no land to farm 

in Zambia and no other way to get food. 

Thankfully, all of them eventually moved 

back to Angola. 

International aid sometimes works 

in strange ways and makes for strange 

bedfellows.  n
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https://www.afspa.org/aip/travel/?utm_source=fsj&utm_medium=halfpagead&utm_campaign=travel&utm_id=june23
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Please submit your favor-
ite, recent photograph to 
be considered for Local 
Lens. Images must be high 
resolution (at least 300 dpi 
at 8” x 10”, or 1 MB or larger) 
and must not be in print 
elsewhere. Include a short 
description of the scene/
event, as well as your name, 
brief biodata, and the type  
of camera used. Send to 
locallens@afsa.org.

LOCAL LENS
BY ALEX LITICHEVSKY  n   GUANGZHOU, PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

G
uangzhou, nicknamed the City of Flowers, celebrates 

Spring Festival after the ending of pandemic-era restric-

tions. In the foreground, Huacheng Square, the largest  

city square in Guangzhou, is decorated with flowers and 

the auspicious color red wishing passersby prosperity in the new 

year. In the background is Canton Tower, the fifth-tallest freestanding 

structure in the world at 604 meters (1,982 feet). The photograph is 

captured at the southern end of Huacheng Square facing south.  

The Canton Tower is approximately half a mile away, with the Pearl 

River being the primary barrier between the two landmarks.  n

Alex Litichevsky joined the Foreign Service in 2012. His prior assignments 

include Kinshasa, Shanghai, and Port Louis. He took this photo using an 

iPhone XR on Feb. 2, 2023.



https://www.vinsonhall.org/
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