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Courting controversy

When President Donald Trump moved to shutter USAID at the beginning of 2025, most of
the global development world stayed quiet, afraid that speaking out could cost them the
little funding left. But by February, a handful of groups broke ranks — and their filings
quickly ballooned into a sprawling legal fight over the administration’s foreign assistance
agenda.

Ten months later, courts from district benches to the Supreme Court are wrestling with
cases over aid funding, agency firings, and the legality of the Department of Government
Efficiency, or DOGE. Together, they sketch a sector in crisis and a coalition of partners,
employees, and grantees trying to steady it, writes reporter Elissa Miolene.

USAID partners were among the first to sue, launching a case that pinballed through the
courts and twice reached the Supreme Court. After early orders requiring the government
to pay partners, the highest court ultimately allowed billions to expire on Sept. 30 —a
decision one attorney called the “unconstitutional, humanitarian disaster of the Trump
administration’s foreign assistance cancellation policy.” The case is how back in appeals
court, which is weighing whether a lower court judge had “erred.” The government is still
processing 1,500 overdue payments.

USAID employees and contractors also sued. Cases led by the American Foreign Service
Association and the Personal Services Contractor Association reached the Court of
Appeals for the D.C. Circuit in August. A separate case targeting DOGE and Elon Musk took
another path: A judge ruled DOGE’s actions were “likely” unconstitutional and allowed
a class action against Musk. Efforts to depose him — along with former State Department
foreign aid head Peter Marocco, and the next official who took that role, Jeremy Lewin —
prompted a government motion for a protective order that remains undecided.

Smaller agencies faced their own turmoil after a February executive order labeled the U.S.
Institute of Peace, U.S. African Development Foundation, and Inter-American

Foundation “unnecessary.” Only IAF has secured a clear win: A judge ruled Sara Aviel’s

firing unlawful, reinstated her as chief executive, and barred Marocco from serving on the

board.

Across all of these fights, one thread stands out: A foreign aid system pushed into
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courtroom survival mode — and testing how far the administration’s power reaches, and
how far the aid community can push back.

Read: Where do the USAID legal battles stand?
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