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Trump Plans to Shutter USAID. Here’s
What That Could Mean for Higher Ed.

Dan Bauman
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The now-terminated USAID Innovation Lab on Current and Emerging
Threats to Crops at Pennsylvania State University worked on methods to
increase crop yields, including at this corn field in Kenya. PlantVillage+

Less than a week after President Trump’s second inauguration,
David Hughes learned the news: A stop-work order had arrived
from the U.S. Agency for International Development, bringing to a
halt the federally funded research underway at his USAID
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Innovation Lab on Current and Emerging Threats to Crops,
operating out of Pennsylvania State University.

Hughes’s lab is one of 17 USAID-supported, university-housed
“Feed the Future” operations focused on global food security and
agricultural research. During his time as program director,
Hughes’s lab has worked with partners in five African countries to
combat infestations of armyworms, whose insatiable appetites can
rapidly decimate local agriculture, constrict food supplies, and
contribute to famine-like conditions.

Hughes’s lab’s low-cost, environmentally sound solution is to
support production of parasitoid wasps, which disrupt the life
cycles of armyworms and other caterpillars before the critters can
wreak havoc.

The administration’s recent stop-work orders have paused
government-funded USAID operations for a 90-day review period
(while also offering temporary waivers for some life-saving
programs — though that has received criticism). The Trump
administration has also said it intends to terminate more than 90
percent of USAID’s foreign contracts and $60 billion in overall
assistance. But the government hasn’t specified which contracts
and assistance awards might be discontinued under its proposal.
Because of the uncertainty, the Johns Hopkins University is
developing plans to lay off staff and scrap health projects,
according to The Wall Street Journal, “from breast-feeding support
efforts in Baltimore to mosquito-net programs in Mozambique.”

For Hughes, the impact of the administration’s recent actions are
already becoming clear: Research and support activities financed
by his lab have been frozen, and he’s had to lay off dozens of
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• Two programs supporting HIV- and AIDS-prevention efforts —
coordinated by Johns Hopkins in India and the Baylor College of
Medicine Children’s Foundation in Malawi.
• Two programs to mitigate tuberculosis — one awarded to Johns
Hopkins for the development of tools and approaches to combat
the disease, and another awarded to the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill to support the TB Data, Impact
Assessment, and Communications Hub.
• A partnership between Haitian stakeholders and Kansas State
University to help improve the beleaguered island nation’s
agricultural capacity.

But the full extent of USAID’s funding to higher ed is even broader.
All told, between 2018 and 2024, more than $3.6 billion in USAID
funding was allocated to American higher-education organizations
— whether directly, in the form of contracts, grants, and
cooperative agreements, or through intermediaries to down-stream
partner organizations, via subcontracts and subassistance.

Of the 141 USAID contracts and grants allotted to higher-ed
institutions identified by The Chronicle, 117 appear on a list of
terminated USAID funding shared with the Senate Committee on
Foreign Relations by a whistleblower last week, according to
reporting from Punchbowl News. Termination notices for three
additional awards came by way of government procurement
records, court filings, and DOGE.gov. The status of the 21
remaining active contracts and assistance programs could not be
ascertained by The Chronicle at time of publication.

Litigation spurred by the Trump administration’s policy changes at
USAID remains ongoing. Most recently, in a 5-4 decision, the
Supreme Court rejected a request by the administration to stay a
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district judge’s ruling ordering the government to release $2 billion
in frozen payments to various former USAID contract and grant
recipients for services already rendered.

In the preamble of his January 20 executive order directing the
federal government to pause and review the country’s foreign-
assistance programs, Trump argued the “United States foreign-aid
industry and bureaucracy are not aligned with American interests
and in many cases antithetical to American values.”

Hughes, of Penn State, said that in a moment like this, academe
needs to make its pitch directly to the American people —
explaining succinctly the work that their tax dollars have funded,
what the United States stands to gain from it, and what the country
stands to lose if it goes away.

His lab’s work is just one example.

“Pests and crop diseases don’t recognize borders,” he said. “The
threats we found across Africa and Asia — they can wipe out our
crops as easily as they can wipe out crops abroad.”

In that context, Hughes argues the stakes are clear.

“I’m always reminded by the Spanish proverb that civilization and
anarchy are just seven meals apart,” said Hughes, a native of
Ireland wholly familiar with how a single crop disease can test and
redefine an entire society. “What we’ve proven is that — time and
time and time again — society benefits when it invests in
agricultural research.”

Methodology

The aggregate values for prime financial-assistance (grants, direct
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payments, and loans) and prime contracts are derived from
actions cataloged on usaspending.gov. The obligation amounts
associated with these assistance programs and contracts reflect a
maximum-possible reimbursement that the government will allow
at various phases of funded activity — and therefore shouldn’t be
confused with the transaction of actual money from the
government to a recipient. Similarly, the field “Total Potential
Federal Funding” should be understood to reflect the maximum-
possible money to be earned by a recipient across the entire life of
a funding opportunity. The aggregate values for subassistance and
subcontracts were summed from reported subaward amounts.

The term “postsecondary organization” can refer to an institution of
higher education or a foundation, or it may be an umbrella term for
multiple entities operating with an essentially identical mission.
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