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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

The United States Constitution divides the foreign policy powers between the 

President and Congress so that both share in the making of foreign policy. The 

executive and legislative branches each play important roles that are different but 

that often overlap. Within the Executive Branch, the Department of State is the lead 

U.S. foreign affairs agency, and the Secretary of State is the President's principal 

foreign policy adviser. Both branches have continuing opportunities to initiate and 

change foreign policy, and the interaction between them continues indefinitely 

throughout the life of a policy. The President or the executive branch can make 

foreign policy through: 

1) -- responses to foreign events 

2) -- proposals for legislation 

3) -- negotiation of international agreements 

4) -- policy statements 

5) -- policy implementation 

6) -- independent action. 

In nearly all of these circumstances, Congress can either support the President's 

approach or seek to change it. In most cases Congress supports the President, but it 

often makes significant modifications in his initiatives in the process of approving 

them. This is often through the “power of the purse,” as it is the Congress that funds 

the foreign affairs operations of the United States.  Congress can make foreign policy 
through: 

1) -- resolutions and policy statements 

2) -- legislative directives 

3) -- legislative pressure 

4) -- legislative restrictions/funding denials 

5) -- informal advice 

6) -- congressional oversight. 

In these circumstances, the executive branch can either support or seek to change 

congressional policies as it interprets and carries out legislative directives and 
restrictions, and decides when and whether to adopt proposals and advice. 

Events have confirmed that together the President and Congress make foreign 

policy, but they have not resolved the question of which branch originates or finally 

determines policy. The two branches share in the process and each plays an 

important but different role. The question of who makes foreign policy does not have 
a more precise answer for several reasons. 

First, making foreign policy is a prolonged process involving many actors and 

comprising dozens of individual policies toward different countries, regions, and 
functional problems. 

Second, the complex process of determining foreign policy makes it difficult to decide 

who should be credited with initiating or altering any particular foreign policy. The 
two branches constantly interact and influence each other.  
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Third, the roles and relative influence of the two branches in making foreign policy 

differ from time to time according to such factors as the personalities of the 

President and Members of Congress and the degree of consensus on policy. 

Throughout U.S. history there have been ebbs and flows of Presidential and 

congressional dominance in making foreign policy, variously defined by different 
scholars. 

At a glance, the congressional powers in foreign affairs appear at least as broad as 

those granted to the President. The President commands the armed forces, but 

Congress declares war; the President makes treaties, but not without the advice and 

consent of the Senate; the President appoints ambassadors, but they must be 

confirmed by the Senate. In contrast, Congress has several specific foreign affairs 

powers, including the important responsibility of regulating foreign commerce.  

Experience has shown that cooperation between the two branches is necessary for a 
strong and effective U.S. foreign policy. 
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THE PRESIDENT 

Under the Constitution, the President is the federal official primarily responsible for 

the relations of the United States with foreign nations. The President as the chief 

spokesman of the country, directs Government officials and machinery in the daily 

conduct of diplomacy, and has the principal responsibility for taking action to 

advance U.S. foreign policy interests. Appoints ambassadors subject to the 

confirmation by the Senate and works with the Secretary of State to manage all 

official contacts with foreign governments. The President decides whether to 

recognize new nations and new governments, and negotiate treaties with other 

nations, which are binding on the United States when approved by two-thirds of the 

Senate. The president may also negotiate “executive agreements” with foreign 
powers that are not subject to Senate confirmation.  

The President has several advantages over Congress in the area of Foreign Relations. 

First, as head of the foreign policy bureaucracy, the diplomatic corps, the intelligence 

agencies, and the military, the president controls the information that is vital to 

decision making in foreign policy. Second, because only one person occupies the 

office of the president, while 553 make up the Congress, the president is able to 

work with speed and secrecy- two capabilities that are indispensable in many 

diplomatic crises. Third, because it is the responsibility of the presidency to 

communicate with foreign governments through treaty negotiations and diplomatic 

channels, the president can most easily formulate policy that is consistent with 

negotiating positions and official statements. Fourth, as chief executive and 

commander in chief, he is in the best position to judge whether the US government 

can carry out a given foreign policy initiative. Fifth, because presidents are elected 

every four years, they can provide more continuity to foreign policy than Congress, 

which must sustain an election every 2 years. Sixth, because presidents, unlike 

members of the Congress, are elected by a national constituency, they are usually 

more inclined than Congress to focus on international problems that affect the entire 

country. Finally, the president is the most identifiable leader and visible symbol of 

the nation and is, therefore, the most capable in rallying national support in a crisis. 

 

 

 
U.S. CONGRESS 

 

Congress most clearly shares its powers with the executive branch in the area of 

foreign affairs. The Constitution presupposes that the two branches will maintain a 

delicate balance in exercising their foreign policy prerogatives. Nonetheless, both 

branches still debate vigorously the scope of and limits on Congress's power in the 

formulation of U.S. foreign and defense policies. The extent of Congress's 

involvement in and influence over foreign policy has varied throughout U.S. history. 

Congress shapes foreign policy through regular oversight of executive branch 

implementation of foreign policy. This involves such mechanisms as hearings and 

investigations. In particular, hearings on annual authorizations and appropriations of 

funds for executive branch agencies carrying out foreign policy provide an 

opportunity for committee members to question and influence activities and policies. 
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Certain specific foreign policy powers granted to Congress are not disputed. These 

include the power to raise, support, and regulate the armed forces; the power to 

declare war and, through its power of the purse, to finance or withhold financing for 

U.S. participation in foreign wars; and the requirement that the Senate give its 

consent to all treaties and executive branch nominations of diplomatic officials. 

Although these powers have been important in ensuring that the legislative branch 

remains an independent force in U.S. foreign affairs, its role in some cases has been 

altered or diminished by international developments since World War I. 

 

 

U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs 

 

The Committee on Foreign Affairs (known as the Committee on International 

Relations from 1995 until 2007) has broad responsibility for legislation dealing with 

relations between the United States and other countries. The most important 

legislative topics that fall under its jurisdiction are foreign aid programs, which 

provide economic assistance to developing countries, and military training and 

equipment for US allies around the world. The Full Committee is also responsible for 

oversight and legislation relating to: national security developments affecting foreign 

policy; strategic planning and agreements; war powers, treaties, executive 

agreements, and the deployment and use of United States Armed Forces; 

peacekeeping, peace enforcement, and enforcement of United Nations or other 

international sanctions; arms control and disarmament issues; activities and policies 

of the State, Commerce and Defense Departments and other agencies related to the 

Arms Export Control Act, and the Foreign Assistance Act including export and 

licensing policy for munitions items and technology and dual-use equipment and 

technology; promotion of democracy; international law enforcement issues, including 

narcotics control programs and activities; public diplomacy, including international 

communication, information policy, international education, and cultural programs. 

 

U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 

This committee oversees most aspects of the relations of the United States with 

other countries. Historically, it has been one of the most important forums for 

congressional influence in the field of international affairs. The Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee has jurisdiction over foreign economic, military, technical, and 

humanitarian assistance and legislation concerning the operations of the State 

Department, which carries out most US foreign policies. Its jurisdiction also extends 

to issues like: the international aspects of nuclear energy; intervention abroad and 

declarations of war; United Nations and its affiliated organizations; the World Bank 

group; the International Monetary Fund and other international organizations 

established primarily for international monetary purposes; ocean and international 

environmental and scientific affairs as they relate to foreign policy, among other 

matters. Foreign Relations also has the right to recommend Senate approval or 

rejection of foreign policy nominations and treaties submitted by the president. The 

Committee is also mandated to study and review, on a comprehensive basis, matters 

relating to the national security policy, foreign policy, and international economic 

policy as it relates to foreign policy of the United States, and issues relating to food, 
hunger, and nutrition in foreign countries, and report thereon from time to time. 
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The Senate Foreign Relations and the House Foreign Affairs Committees oversee the 

Department of State and other foreign affairs agencies; the Armed Services 

Committees oversee the Defense Department; the Intelligence Committees oversee 
the Central Intelligence Agency, and other parts of the intelligence community. 

 
THE DEPARTMENT OF STATE 

 
The Department of State advises the President in the formulation and execution of 

foreign policy. Its primary role is the development and implementation of the 

President's foreign policy agenda. The Department determines and analyzes the facts 

relating to U.S. overseas interests, makes recommendations on policy and future 

action, and takes the necessary steps to carry out established policy. In so doing, the 

Department engages in continuous consultations with the U.S. public, the Congress, 

other U.S. departments and agencies, and foreign governments; negotiates treaties 

and agreements with foreign nations; speaks for the United States in the United 

Nations and other international organizations in which the United States participates; 

and represents the United States at international conferences. The Department also 

supports the foreign affairs activities of other U.S. Government entities including the 

Department of Commerce and the Agency for International Development.  

 

The Secretary of State is responsible for the overall direction, coordination, and 

supervision of U.S. foreign relations and for the interdepartmental activities of the 

U.S. Government abroad. The Secretary is the first-ranking member of the Cabinet, 

is a member of the National Security Council, and is in charge of the operations of 

the Department, including the Foreign Service. This is a corps of about 11,500 

employees who are dedicated to representing the U.S.; analyze and report on 

political, economic, and social trends in the host country; and respond to the needs 

of U.S. citizens abroad. Members of the Foreign Service can be sent to any embassy, 

consulate, or other diplomatic mission anywhere in the world, at any time, to serve 

the diplomatic needs of the United States. In addition, more than 31,000 Foreign 

Service National (FSN) employees also supplement the personnel requirements of 

the Department overseas. FSN employees are local residents of the countries in 

which the U.S. maintain diplomatic posts. In the United States, about 5,000 

professional, technical, and administrative Civil Service employees work alongside 

Foreign Service officers serving a stateside tour, compiling and analyzing reports 

from overseas, providing logistical support to posts, consulting with and keeping the 

Congress informed about foreign policy initiatives and policies, communicating with 

the U.S. public, formulating and overseeing the budget, issuing passports and travel 

warnings, and more. 

 

The U.S. maintains diplomatic relations with about 180 countries and also maintains 

relations with many international organizations, adding up to a total of more than 

250 posts around the world. 

All foreign affairs activities -- U.S. representation abroad, foreign assistance 

programs, countering international crime, foreign military training programs, the 

services the Department provides, and more -- are paid for by the foreign affairs 

budget, which represents little more than 1% of the total federal budget.  As the 

lead foreign affairs agency, the Department of State has the primary role in: 
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 Leading interagency coordination in developing and implementing foreign 

policy;  

 Managing the foreign affairs budget and other foreign affairs resources;  

 Leading and coordinating U.S. representation abroad, conveying U.S. foreign 

policy to foreign governments and international organizations through U.S. 

embassies and consulates in foreign countries and diplomatic missions to 

international organizations;  

 Conducting negotiations and concluding agreements and treaties on issues 

ranging from trade to nuclear weapons;  

 Coordinating and supporting international activities of other U.S. agencies and 

officials. 

The services the Department provides include:  

 Protecting and assisting U.S. citizens living or traveling abroad;  

 Assisting U.S. businesses in the international marketplace;  

 Coordinating and providing support for international activities of other U.S. 

agencies (local, state, or federal government), official visits overseas and at 

home, and other diplomatic efforts.  

 Keeping the public informed about U.S. foreign policy and relations with other 
countries and providing feedback from the public to administration officials.  

 

New Beginnings: Foreign Policy Priorities in the Obama 
Administration  
Excerpts from the Opening Remarks by Hillary Rodham Clinton, Secretary of State, 

before the House Foreign Affairs Committee 

Washington, DC, April 22, 2009 

 
Our priorities are clear. We are deploying the tools of diplomacy and 

development along with military power. We are securing historic alliances, working 

with emerging regional powers, and seeking new avenues of engagement. We’re 

addressing the existing and emerging challenges that will define our century: climate 

change, weak states, rogue regimes, criminal cartels, nuclear proliferation, 

terrorism, poverty, and disease. We’re advancing our values and our interests by 

promoting human rights and fostering conditions that allow every individual to live 

up to their God-given potential. Now, I know that many of your questions today will 

deal with longstanding concerns: Afghanistan and Pakistan, Iraq, Iran, certainly the 

Middle East, the fallout from the global financial crisis. I will speak briefly to those, 

and I look forward to answering any questions you might have. 

 

As you know, in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the President has outlined a 

strategy centered on a core goal: to disrupt, dismantle and defeat al-Qaida, and to 

prevent their safe return to havens in Afghanistan or Pakistan. We combined our 

strategic review with intensive diplomacy, and nations from around the world are 

joining our efforts. More than 80 countries and organizations participated in the 

international conference in The Hague, and a donors’ conference just concluded in 

Tokyo raised over $5 billion.  
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In Iraq, we’re working toward the responsible redeployment of our troops and 

the transition to a partnership based on diplomatic and economic cooperation. We’re 

deploying new approaches to the threat posed by Iran, and we’re doing so with our 

eyes wide open and with no illusions. We know the imperative of preventing Iran 

from obtaining nuclear weapons. After years during which the United States basically 

sat on the sidelines, we are now a full partner in the P-5+1 talks.  

 

In the Middle East, we engaged immediately to help bring the parties together 

to once again discuss what could be done to reach a two-state solution. We’re 

maintaining our bedrock core commitment to Israel’s security, providing economic 

support, security assistance, and we are also doing what we can to bolster the 

Palestinian Authority, and to alleviate the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. 

 

More broadly, we’re working to contain the fallout from the global financial 

crisis. Our efforts at the G-20 focused in large measures on the poorest and most 

vulnerable countries. We need to provide support for the International Monetary 

Fund. We need to provide direct assistance to countries such as Haiti, where I 

traveled last week. These resources will help democratic, responsible governments 

regain their economic footing and avert political instability with wider repercussions. 

 

Now, these challenges demand our urgent attention, but they cannot distract 

us from equally important, but sometimes less compelling or obvious threats, 

ranging from climate change to disease to criminal cartels to nonproliferation. In 

today’s world, we face challenges that have no respect for borders. Not one of them 

can be dealt with by the United States alone. None, however, can be solved without 

us leading. All will have a profound impact on the future of our children. As daunting 

as these challenges are, they also offer us new arenas for global cooperation. And 

we’re taking steps to seize these opportunities. 

 

First, we are pursuing a wide-ranging diplomatic agenda premised on 

strengthening our alliances with democratic partners in Europe, Asia, Africa and our 

own hemisphere. We are cultivating partnerships with key regional powers. We’re 

building constructive relationships with major nations that will have a lot to say 

about what happens in the world to come – China, Russia, India. 

 

We’re working with longtime allies like Japan and South Korea to address not 

just regional concerns, but a host of global issues as well. I want to say a special 

word about Asia. You know, advancing our relationship with India – which I know the 

Chairman and the Ranking Member and others mentioned – is essential. It’s the 

world’s largest democracy. It’s an important ally in so many efforts. I made my first 

overseas trip as Secretary of State to Asia, a signal that we are not just a 

transatlantic power, but also a transpacific power, and that Asia will be an 

indispensable partner in years to come.  

 

But we haven’t forgotten our traditional allies. We have worked hard with the 

European Union and with NATO, and then just a few days ago, we did go to Latin 



 
Information Provided by the Information Resource Center 

U.S. Consulate General – Barcelona 
 

10 

America to meet with nations who share a common home, a hemisphere, a heritage, 

and a common future. We discussed a new energy partnership, fighting drug 

trafficking and the drug cartels, consolidating democratic gains, and so much more.  

 

We’re also building closer ties with regional anchors, including Brazil, 

Indonesia, and Turkey. These are not only partners, but they can be leaders on 

issues ranging from deforestation to democracy. We will work with China and Russia 

wherever we can, and we’ll be candid about our areas of disagreement. We will be 

starting a strategic and economic dialogue with China very shortly. We’ll be working 

with them to develop technologies to reduce the world’s dependence on fossil fuels. 

And we have committed ourselves to working with Russia on finding a successor 

agreement to the START arms control agreement. 

 

But we also understand that redefining diplomatic engagement is not just 

between governments. Policies and political leaders change over time. But ties 

between citizens, nongovernmental organizations, businesses, universities, NGOs, all 

of those endure. And these are very effective tools of diplomacy, and we’re 

committed to engaging these groups.  

 

And so finally, we will work to expand opportunity and protect human rights, 

strengthen civil society, live up to the ideals that define our nation, work to advance 

education and healthcare, the rule of law and good governance, fight against 

corruption, expand opportunities for women and girls, and those on the margins of 

society. 

 

As we promote responsible governance abroad, we have to invest more in our 

tools here at home. As the Chairman said, I’m working hard to create a more agile, 

effective Department with the right staffing and resources to fulfill the President’s 

agenda. That’s why I have filled, for the first time, the position of Deputy Secretary 

for Management and Resources.  

 

I’ve also challenged the Department to reform and innovate and save 

taxpayer dollars. We’re turning our ambassadors into in-country chief executives 

with authority and responsibility for the programs on the ground. We’re consolidating 

IT support services that will yield savings of tens of millions of dollars. We’re 

deploying new media technologies to carry our message more effectively.  

 

And I am determined to see that the men and women of our Foreign and Civil 

Service get the resources they need to do their jobs safely and effectively. Even 

Secretary Gates has pointed out our country has underinvested in diplomacy. That 

must end. Just as we would never deny ammunition to American troops headed into 

battle, we cannot send our diplomats into the field in today’s world with all of the 

threats they face, 24/7, without the tools they need. We don’t invest in diplomacy 

and development; we end up paying a lot more for conflict and all that follows. 

So Mr. Chairman, we’re pursuing these policies because they’re the right thing to do. 

We believe that no country benefits more than the United States when there is 

greater security, democracy, and opportunity in the world. Our economy grows when 
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our allies are strengthened and people thrive. And no country carries a heavier 

burden when things go badly. Every year, we spend hundreds of billions of dollars 

dealing with the consequences of war, disease, violent ideologies, and vile 

dictatorships.  

 

So let’s invest in the type of world that we want. We have no shortage of 

challenges or opportunities. The world is looking for leadership and looking to see 

how this new Administration meets this moment. I believe if we follow our plans and 

our principles, we will succeed. We can lead the world in creating a century that we 

and our children will be proud to own, a century of progress and prosperity for the 

whole world, but especially for our beloved country.”  

 



 
Information Provided by the Information Resource Center 

U.S. Consulate General – Barcelona 
 

12 

 

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/rls/dos/99494.htm
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ORGANIZATIONAL CHART OF A U.S. EMBASSY 
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NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL 
 

The National Security Council is the President's principal forum for considering 

national security and foreign policy matters with his senior national security advisors 

and cabinet officials. The NSC was not created as a policymaking body but as an 

advisory body to the President. Since its inception under President Truman, the 

function of the Council has been to advise and assist the President on national 

security and foreign policies. The Council also serves as the President's principal arm 

for coordinating these policies among various government agencies. The National 

Security Council (NSC) was established by statute in 1947 to create an 

interdepartmental body to advise the President with respect to the integration of 

domestic, foreign, and military policies relating to the national security so as to 

enable the military services and the other departments and agencies of the 

Government to cooperate more effectively in matters involving the national security. 

 

The National Security Council is chaired by the President. Its regular attendees (both 

statutory and non-statutory) are the Vice President, the Secretary of State, the 

Secretary of the Treasury, the Secretary of Defense, and the Assistant to the 

President for National Security Affairs. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is 

the statutory military advisor to the Council, and the Director of Central Intelligence 

is the intelligence advisor. The Chief of Staff to the President, Counsel to the 

President, and the Assistant to the President for Economic Policy are invited to attend 

any NSC meeting. The Attorney General and the Director of the Office of 

Management and Budget are invited to attend meetings pertaining to their 

responsibilities. The heads of other executive departments and agencies, as well as 

other senior officials, are invited to attend meetings of the NSC when appropriate.  

 

The President clearly holds final decision-making authority in the executive branch. 

Over the years, however, the NSC staff has emerged as a major factor in the 

formulation (and at times in the implementation) of national security policy. 

Similarly, the head of the NSC staff, the National Security Adviser, has played 

important, and occasionally highly public, roles in policymaking. The organization 

and influence of the NSC have varied significantly from one Administration to 

another, from a highly structured and formal system to loose-knit teams of experts. 

It is universally acknowledged that the NSC staff should be organized to meet the 

particular goals and work habits of an incumbent President.  

 

The NSC is an organ devoted to the workings of the executive branch in the broad 

area of national security. Its role is basically that of policy analysis and coordination 

and, as such, it has been subject to limited oversight and legislative control by 

Congress. Both in its staff organization and functioning, the NSC is extremely 

responsive to the preferences and working methods of each President and 

Administration. Since the end of World War II, each administration has sought to 

develop and perfect a reliable set of executive institutions to manage national 

security policy. Each President has tried to avoid the problems and deficiencies of his 

predecessors' efforts and install a policy-making and coordination system that 

reflected his personal management style. The National Security Council (NSC) has 

been at the center of this foreign policy coordination system, but it has changed 

many times to conform with the needs and inclinations of each succeeding chief 

executive. 
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