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Dear Readers,

September 2021 will mark precisely 60 years since the group of Western industrial-
ised nations formed the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). In 1961, the OECD also established its Development Assistance Committee 
to coordinate its members’ development aid (as it was generally known at the time). 
This autumn, Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (BMZ) will also commemorate its 60th anniversary.

These six decades have borne witness to many changes. We now tend to refer to 
development cooperation rather than development aid to stress the fact that it involves 
a mutually beneficial partnership with other countries. Development cooperation has 
long ceased to be the preserve of the Western industrialised nations and is now more 
diverse than ever. Countries that were among the largest recipients of development 
assistance just 20 years ago have now changed sides and become donors. However, 
not all of them share the view that successful development is linked to more democ-
racy and rule of law.

The work of development cooperation has never been so complex. It is no longer lim-
ited to improving the lives of people in particular countries but has become a vital 
component of how we tackle global challenges such as security, migration, climate 
protection, and pandemic prevention. So, it is time to look at current trends and actors 
in development cooperation and ask ourselves how German development policy can 
hold its own in this environment.

It was against this background that the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development published its BMZ 2030 reform strategy more than a year ago. 
Its fundamental aims include making development policy more efficient and effec-
tive. Veronika Ertl takes stock of the reforms so far and highlights two issues that she 
believes deserve special emphasis in this reorientation of German development pol-
icy. First, Germany should forge alliances with other donor countries outside of the 
OECD. And second, it should raise its profile as a values-based donor country.

It is important to regularly scrutinise and document the effectiveness of public spend-
ing on development assistance. Therefore, many organisations have set up dedicated 
departments to deal with monitoring and evaluation (M&E). But Angelika Klein and 
Lukas Kupfernagel argue that M&E can and should do more, calling for an expanded 
understanding of its role with a stronger focus on consultation than control.

The COVID-19 pandemic has made us keenly aware of the importance of global 
health. Ranging from pathogens that are transmitted from animals to humans 
(zoonoses) to the problem of antimicrobial resistance: many problems can only be 
overcome by taking a holistic view of human, animal, and environmental health in 
development cooperation, as explained by Martina Kaiser in her article on the One 
Health approach.

Editorial
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Development cooperation always reflects the interests and values of the donors. For 
example, democracy and human rights are often an integral part of Western devel-
opment cooperation. The fact that these standards come into conflict with other 
interests and cannot always be enforced as a pure doctrine is highlighted by Caro-
lin Löprich using the example of the EU’s budget support for Ethiopia. However, not 
every donor country sets standards relating to democracy and the rule of law – not 
least because they themselves fall short of the mark here. But are countries like China, 
Russia, or Turkey explicitly promoting autocracy in Africa? Mathias Kamp explores 
this question in his article.

David Merkle turns his attention to East Asia, where Taiwan shows how even a small 
country with little diplomatic recognition can make its mark through development 
cooperation. Taiwan is deliberately using this area to expand its international influ-
ence and distinguish itself as an innovative and democratic counter-model to the 
People’s Republic of China.

The example of the “pragmatic giants” – the term Fabian Blumberg uses to describe 
the Gulf states and their development cooperation – once again clearly demonstrates 
the extent to which self-interest shapes this policy area. Measured against their gross 
national income, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates have ranked among the 
world’s top ten bilateral donors in the recent past. However, the distinction between 
development cooperation and investment is often nebulous.

But one thing is clear: Germany and other Western donors are no longer the sole 
actors in international development cooperation. Over the next few years, faced with 
global challenges, it will be important to cooperate even with those players that do not 
share our values. However, it is equally important to adhere to our belief that the rule 
of law and democracy in partner countries are essential components of successful and 
sustainable development. As Mathias Kamp points out using the example of Africa, 
we generally have one strong ally on our side – the citizens themselves.

I hope you will find this report a stimulating read.

Yours,

Dr. Gerhard Wahlers is Editor of International Reports, Deputy Secretary General and Head  
of the Department European and International Cooperation of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung  
(gerhard.wahlers@kas.de).

mailto:gerhard.wahlers%40kas.de?subject=
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German development cooperation finds itself faced with fresh 
challenges due to the increasingly complex requirements for 
sustainable development and shifts in the international donor 
landscape. In light of this, can the BMZ 2030 reform strategy 
enhance its effectiveness? And what strategic dimensions are 
needed to ensure the future viability of German development 
cooperation?

In April 2020, Gerd Müller, Germany’s federal 
minister for economic cooperation and devel-
opment, presented the BMZ 2030 reform strat-
egy, a far-reaching programme for overhauling 
Germany’s development policy. It aims to focus 
development measures and funding “more stra-
tegically, effectively and efficiently”1 in order 
to find “answers to new challenges”2. To this 
end, the reform is resetting the thematic focus, 
revising the system of partner countries for bilat-
eral official development cooperation, adapting 
the planning and allocation procedures, and 
building capacities for data analysis and impact 
assessment. Germany’s Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) 
is currently implementing the reform strategy, so 
it is not yet possible to draw conclusions about its 
success. However, in view of the growing impor-
tance of development cooperation, both as a 
field of German policy and at the international 
level, it seems appropriate to examine the strat-
egy more closely.

Against this backdrop, the article seeks to pro-
vide a preliminary assessment of the BMZ 
2030 reform strategy. It begins by studying the 
current and upcoming challenges for German 
development policy and, based on this, develops 
a concept of strategic effectiveness that supple-
ments the ‘traditional’ notion of effectiveness 
with considerations relating to strategic partner-
ships for sustainable development and raising 
Germany’s profile compared to other donors. 
This concept of strategic effectiveness provides 
a frame of reference for examining the reform 
strategy.

More Complex, More Competitive –  
Challenges for German Development  
Cooperation

In addition to the ‘classic’ fields of development 
cooperation, such as poverty reduction and food 
security, new global challenges have emerged 
that greatly exceed the capacities of bilateral 
cooperation. They include tackling climate 
change, mitigating global health threats, and 
preventing and managing crises and conflicts. 
Since 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development has provided a global framework 
encompassing these challenges and illustrating 
their numerous interdependencies.

The aim of building global partnerships for sus-
tainable development (Sustainable Development 
Goal [SDG] 17) as set out in the 2030 Agenda 
highlights a prerequisite for tackling these chal-
lenges: partnerships between a wide range of 
actors at the international, regional, national, and 
local level. In addition to bilateral cooperation, 
multilateral forums play a key role at the global 
level. However, for some years now, their ability 
to carry out their tasks of coordinating and set-
ting standards has been restricted by the growing 
trend of countries retreating into nationalism.

Parallel to the weakening of multilateral forums, 
we can also observe their targeted instrumen-
talisation, especially by rising powers such as 
China. As the systemic competition increasingly 
plays out in the open, multilateral forums have 
become contested arenas in which actors try to 
impose their respective approaches and stand-
ards regarding international cooperation. In 
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the area of development cooperation, the lines  
of conflict in this respect include the differ-
entiated responsibilities of industrialised and 
developing countries for sustainable develop-
ment, along with questions of conditionality 
and transparency.

Besides the poles of global power in systemic 
competition, Germany also faces growing frag-
mentation of the international development 
landscape due to an accelerated rise of emerg-
ing economies and middle-income countries 
since the turn of the century. As more actors 
enter the arena, competition between different 
approaches to development policy becomes 
greater as these countries are themselves 
increasingly active in this respect. Admittedly, 
the term ‘new’ donors is misleading when used 
for countries like China and India, as they have 
been engaged in development cooperation in 
terms of South-South cooperation for many 
years. However, the volume, geographical 
spread, and influence that these forms of coop-
eration have on the development policy dis-
course are new in this form.

There is an urgent need  
to mobilise additional  
financial resources.

Another challenge arises from the breadth of the 
Sustainable Development Goals and the finan
cing required to achieve them. By 2020, the esti-
mated financing gap to achieve the development 
goals already stood at 2.5 trillion US dollars per 
year.3 In view of reversed development progress 
and a renewed rise in the global development 
needs owing to COVID-19, it can be assumed 
that the financing gap is now even wider. The 
financial resources provided by official devel-
opment assistance (ODA) continue to fall short 
in this respect. There is, therefore, an urgent 
need to mobilise additional financial resources, 
including in the form of higher contributions by 
developing countries themselves and more pri-
vate investment.

Given the continuously high development needs, 
official development assistance nevertheless 
remains an important component. As the sec-
ond-largest ODA donor in the world, Germany 
has a vital role to play in this regard. It seems clear 
that expectations towards Germany will grow 
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in the years to come, partly because some other 
traditional donor countries are increasingly turn-
ing their gaze inward due to growing domestic 
needs in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. 
As Germany is expected to take on a more prom-
inent international role, the transparency and 

accountability of its development expenditure will, 
in turn, become even more important. If German 
development cooperation is to secure its contin-
uing public and political acceptance and legiti-
macy, it must thus be able to demonstrate tangible  
results.

Major challenges: The COVID-19 pandemic has reversed progress and further increased development needs 
worldwide. Source: © Francis Mascarenhas, Reuters.
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Strategic Effectiveness

The discussion about the effectiveness of devel-
opment cooperation is not new. Dialogue on 
what needed to be done to increase effective-
ness was already initiated with the adoption of 
the Millennium Development Goals in 2000. 
Four High-Level Forums on Aid Effectiveness 
were subsequently held to discuss the corre-
sponding standards. These initially involved the 
industrialised nations and later on also incorpo-
rated developing countries. The fourth forum in 
2011 eventually witnessed the launch of a new 
partnership: the Busan Partnership for Effective 
Development Co-operation.4

The principles for effective development coop-
eration set out in the Busan Partnership include 
the following:

•	 increasing the ownership of development 
priorities and approaches by developing 
countries;

•	 ensuring all measures are focused on results 
based on development priorities;

•	 cooperation of all stakeholders based on open- 
ness, trust, mutual respect, and learning;

•	 making sure donor countries and cooperation 
beneficiaries are transparent and accounta-
ble to each other and to the public and parlia-
ment for their development policy actions.5

Germany is actively involved in international 
discussions on the effectiveness of development 
cooperation, including in the Global Partner-
ship for Effective Development Co-operation 
(GPEDC).

In view of the challenges and changes affecting 
international development as outlined at the out-
set, however, a broader – strategic – understanding 
of effectiveness that goes beyond the traditional 
concept of the latter appears to be needed. This 
article, therefore, adds a further two elements to 
the components of effectiveness in development 
cooperation as outlined above:

1.	 Effectiveness through Strategic Partnerships 
for Global Sustainable Development

As a global framework for sustainable devel-
opment, the 2030 Agenda provides a starting 
point for sustainable reform of development 
cooperation. The thematic interconnections 
between the SDGs, along with their universal 
character, highlight the need to develop stra-
tegic partnerships to achieve the goals. These 
must be created at the local, national, regional, 
and international level and involve state and 
non-state actors. Much needed progress on fos-
tering global public goods, such as environment 
and health, will require closer cooperation with 
influential emerging states. Working with the 
private sector is also increasingly important 
for shaping sustainable economic systems and 
financing sustainable development. Any reform 
fit for the future must thus identify relevant 
partners for achieving sustainable development 
and consistently work towards strategic coop-
eration with these partners. Germany can build 
on existing partnerships and approaches in this 
respect.

Germany has to communicate 
its cooperation interests and 
quality standards more clearly.

2.	Effectiveness through Partner Orientation  
and Raising the Profile of Germany’s  
Values-Based Development Cooperation

In light of increasing systemic competition and 
diversification of the actors involved in develop-
ment cooperation, being perceived as an attrac-
tive and trustworthy partner is more important 
than ever. At first glance, donors who postulate 
more interest-driven cooperation seemingly not 
linked to conditionality, currently appear more 
attractive to many developing countries. This 
means that Germany ought to communicate its 
cooperation interests and values-based quality 
standards even more clearly while highlighting 
the value of its contribution in partner countries. 
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To this end, it is important to improve commu-
nication about the scope and tangible results of 
Germany’s contributions. At present, these are 
often not portrayed clearly enough compared 
to other donors who are skillfully showcasing 
their activities. These efforts for better commu-
nication must be accompanied by reducing the 
obstacles to greater effectiveness, such as the 
burden of coordinating large numbers of small-
scale projects. Germany should also harness its 
existing strong relationships with partner coun-
tries and its positive international perception as 
a values-based actor to help raise its profile.

Besides bilateral cooperation with partner coun-
tries, this is also a vital element at the multilat-
eral level. As the world’s second-largest donor 
of ODA and a major global player, Germany is 
expected to actively advocate the rules-based, 
values-based global order in multilateral forums 
in terms of both subject matter and finances. 
More than ever before, it is time for Germany 
to shape the agenda more actively and priori-
tise which multilateral forums offer the greatest 
opportunities for pursuing the German approach 
to sustainable development.

The BMZ 2030 Reform Strategy

Within this frame of reference, how can the 
components of the BMZ 2030 reform strategy 
be evaluated for their strategic effectiveness? 
The key objective of improving effectiveness, as 
elaborated in the reform announcements and 
documents, provides a good starting point. The 
stronger orientation towards development pol-
icy priorities and increasing the BMZ’s capacity 
to act also require closer scrutiny in the context 
of strategic effectiveness.6

Of Facts and Figures: Impact Orientation, 
Measurement, and Communication

In the core area of ‘traditional’ effectiveness, the 
reform strategy stipulates a greater focus on ori-
entation towards and measurement of impacts, 
particularly regarding data availability and pro-
cessing, as well as communication.

The BMZ seeks to consolidate its portfolio and 
focus its activities more strongly on results in 
areas it perceives to be particularly important. It 
does so by drawing up a new list of priority areas 
(see table 1). In addition to the five core areas, 
each fleshed out by three areas of intervention, 
the new model comprises ten fixed-term initi-
ative areas and six overarching quality criteria. 
The structure of this list of new priorities clearly 
highlights the broad range of challenges for sus-
tainable development. This also means, how-
ever, that the sum of all core areas, including 
areas of intervention, initiative areas, and qual-
ity criteria, remains substantial, which could 
make it difficult to achieve desired improve-
ments in effectiveness through consolidation.

The list of priorities clearly  
highlights the broad range  
of challenges for sustainable 
development.

The reform aims to mitigate this risk by linking 
the list of priorities with the new list of partner 
countries. It envisages focusing cooperation 
with bilateral partners on three core areas and 
two subordinate areas of intervention per coun-
try. In addition to this, it will be possible to work 
on up to two initiative areas. The main consid-
eration when selecting the initiative areas is 
supposed to be that they significantly contribute 
towards their respective areas.7

Moreover, the new approach to managing via 
strategies as envisaged in the reform strategy 
should also be viewed in the context of improving 
effectiveness. The plan is to create fewer strategies 
that are more consistently and effectively used 
for management purposes. This includes a reduc-
tion from the current 35-or-so sectoral strategy 
papers to five core area strategies. Binding stand-
ardised indicators for all core areas will be used 
to improve the assessment of effectiveness. In 
addition, review instruments are to be enhanced 
to ensure that lessons learnt from strategies and 
programmes are more systematically applied.8
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assessment are to be technically possible. To this 
end, the BMZ is introducing technical improve-
ments and has made structural changes, includ-
ing establishing a new department to deal with 
policy issues, data, statistics, and effectiveness.9

A quality system for measuring effectiveness 
also provides the basis for communicating the 
impact of German development cooperation 
with greater transparency. This applies to regular 
reporting, for example, within the ODA and IATI 
frameworks10, as well as parliamentary ques-
tions. Quantitative data is to be made tangible, 

One question remains unanswered in this con-
text: how to record the results achieved in the-
matic priority areas and countries that are no 
longer the focus of bilateral official develop-
ment cooperation in the wake of the reform, and 
how to ensure their preservation? Along with 
a potential loss of reputation, any ‘white ele-
phants’ would be extremely regrettable in terms 
of effectiveness, too.

The reform strategy points out a clear need to 
improve the availability and quality of data if 
the goals of greater effectiveness and improved 

Table 1: Overview of the New BMZ Priority Areas 

Core areas (the BMZ’s DNA) Initiative areas

Priority areas for development policy relating  
to the key issues of our time

Focusing development policy on specific areas  
for a set period of time

1.	 Peaceful and inclusive societies

2.	 A world without hunger

3.	 Training and sustainable growth for decent jobs

4.	 Responsibility for our planet – climate and  
energy

5.	 Protecting life on Earth – the environment and 
natural resources

→	 Each supplemented by three areas of  
intervention

1.	 Marshall Plan with Africa

2.	 Health, pandemic response, and the One Health 
approach

3.	 Sustainable supply chains and the Green Button

4.	 Population development and family planning

5.	 Digital centres and digital technology

6.	 Returning to new opportunities

7.	 Development and Climate Alliance

8.	 Green people’s energy

9.	 Synthetic fuels

10.	Sport, media, and culture

Quality criteria

Values-based, sustainable, and future-oriented criteria that apply to all measures

1.	 Human rights, gender equality, and inclusion

2.	 Anti-corruption and integrity

3.	 Poverty and inequality reduction

4.	 Environmental and climate impact assessment

5.	 Conflict sensitivity (Do No Harm approach)

6.	 Digital technology (Digital by Default approach)

Source: BMZ 2020, n. 1, pp. 9 f. 
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underestimated and could potentially impede 
the work of non-state actors on the ground.

The comprehensibility and coherence of the 
country selection process, intended to reflect 
the stronger emphasis on accountability, has 
also come under fire.14 According to the BMZ, 
aspects such as good governance and willing-
ness to pursue reform were taken into account 
when selecting the bilateral partner countries.15 
However, critics note that this focus on good 
governance as a criterion for deciding whether 
to continue with official bilateral development 
assistance is not apparent in the case of Egypt 
and Tanzania, while reform-oriented and needy 
countries such as Sierra Leone and Liberia have 
been removed from the list of bilateral partner 
countries.16 To avoid undermining the credibility 
of both the reform strategy and German devel-
opment policy, the country selection needs to be 
explained in a transparent and comprehensible 
manner and systematically evaluated whenever 
the underlying conditions change.

The main criteria for selecting 
reform partner countries are 
good governance, acting on 
one’s own initiative, and a  
focus on private investment.

The criteria of fostering good governance and 
displaying a willingness to pursue reform play 
a particularly important role in the selection 
of the so-called reform partners. In 2017, the 
Marshall Plan with Africa ushered in this type 
of cooperation with its focus on particularly 
reform-minded partner countries on the African 
continent. The special quality of the coopera-
tion is reflected not only in the level of financial 
commitment but also in an intensive political 
dialogue on mutual cooperation interests and 
requirements as well as in special instruments 
such as reform funding. The BMZ 2030 reform 
strategy now systematises these partnerships 
as a sub-category and the most intensive form 

for example, by providing practical examples to 
communicate results to the public in a clearer and 
more meaningful way. However, communication 
is afforded low priority in the reform strategy 
when compared to other issues relating to effec-
tiveness. The reform strategy should not make 
the mistake of wasting opportunities to increase 
public acceptance of development cooperation.

Aid and Accountability – Towards Greater 
Ownership by Partner Countries?

The reform strategy underlines that partners 
acting on their own initiative is “key to develop-
ment”.11 It calls on Germany’s partner countries 
to demonstrate even more that they are making 
progress in areas like good governance, human 
rights protection, and the fight against corruption.

There is a particularly strong focus on good 
governance in the reform strategy regarding 
the reorientation of bilateral partnerships. The 
BMZ’s previous country list is being replaced by 
a new system of partner categories (see table 2)  
with three overarching categories: bilateral 
partners, global partners, and nexus and peace 
partners.

The new direction for cooperation with partners 
has strongly shaped perceptions and discussions 
about the BMZ 2030 reform strategy. While 
most observers believe there is a fundamental 
need to consolidate the list of partner countries, 
there are also fears that withdrawal from certain 
countries could have a permanently detrimen-
tal effect on Germany’s influence and its per-
ception as a global actor.12 Particular criticism 
has been levelled against the selection of ‘exit 
countries’ (see table 2), which will no longer 
receive official bilateral development assistance 
in future. The BMZ stresses that cooperation 
with these countries is not coming to an end 
but will continue through non-governmental 
channels such as non-governmental organi-
sations and political foundations, as well as 
European and multilateral formats.13 However, 
changed framework conditions resulting from 
an end to official bilateral development coop-
eration with the ‘exit countries’ should not be 
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However, it is not quite clear to what extent 
agreements were made with other donors 
about donor coordination when preparing 
for the reform strategy. It certainly does not 
seem self-evident that thematic priority areas 
previously supported by Germany in the ‘exit 
countries’ will now be covered by other donors – 
particularly in view of a trend of declining official 
development assistance on the part of tradi-
tional donors. This risks creating a vacuum in the 

‘exit countries’ – a vacuum that could lead to an 
increase in influence by donors who take a less 
values-based approach to development. This 
would not be favourable for Germany’s develop-
ment aspirations and German interests. Particu-
larly concerning ‘exit countries’, it would thus 
make sense for Germany to coordinate more 
closely with like-minded donors.

With regard to coordination in partner countries, 
support for joint projects with other donors is 
also being discussed in the context of the reform. 
One possibility in this regard is the EU approach 
of joint programming, which aims to facilitate 
better coordination of the programmes of EU 

of bilateral cooperation. The stated main cri-
teria for selection are good governance, acting 
on one’s own initiative, and a focus on private 
investment. The reform presents a good oppor-
tunity to learn from the experiences of reform 
partnerships and to remedy identified weak-
nesses, including how the criterion of will-
ingness to reform is applied. This also seems 
opportune considering the planned expansion 
of this new partnership model beyond the cur-
rent partners and the African continent.17

Your Partner or My Partner? The Role  
of Donor Coordination

In view of the new partnership model and the 
end of official bilateral development cooperation 
with more than 20 countries, the BMZ stresses 
the importance of coordinating with other 
donors. The scale of Germany’s contribution has 
already been used as a criterion in the selection 
of the new bilateral partner countries. Countries, 
where Germany’s contribution was deemed 
small and thus not significant compared to other 
donors, include Haiti, Laos, and Liberia.18

Table 2: The BMZ’s New Country List 

Source: BMZ 2020, n. 1, pp. 7 f., on the status of Togo see n. 17. 

All other countries on the
DAC list

Afghanistan, Algeria, Bangladesh, 
Benin, Burkina Faso, Cambodia, 
Cameroon, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Egypt, Jordan, Kenya, Lebanon, 
Malawi, Madagascar, Mali, Mauri- 
tania, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Palestinian 
Territories, Rwanda, Tanzania, 
Uganda, Uzbekistan, Zambia 

→ Bilateral partners → Global partners

↘ Reform partners

↘ Transformation partners

→ Nexus and peace partners

Exit countries

 

Long-term pursuit of 
shared development goals 

Working together on tackling 
the issues defining our common 
global future and achieving 
cross-border goals

Commitment to stability, 
peacebuilding and tackling 
the structural causes of conflict 
and displacement

Non-governmental, 
European and multilateral 
cooperation

Ethiopia, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, 
Morocco, Senegal, Togo, Tunisia

Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Georgia, Kosovo, Moldova, Serbia, 
Ukraine 

Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, 
Mexico, Peru, South Africa, Vietnam

Chad, Central African Republic, 
Iraq, DR Congo, Libya, Somalia, 
South Sudan, Syria, Yemen

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, 
Burundi, Costa Rica, Cuba, 
Dominican Republic, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Guinea, Haiti, Hon-
duras, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Laos, Liberia, Mongolia, Myan-
mar, Nepal, Nicaragua, Paraguay, 
Philippines, Sierra Leone, Sri 
Lanka, Tajikistan, Timor-Leste, 
Turkmenistan



15New Approaches in Development Cooperation

When looking at the aspect of strategic part-
nerships, the selection of countries for the new 
partnership model requires critical scrutiny. The 
combination of a technical and a strategic fil-
ter was intended to ensure a selection based on 
quantitative criteria such as the partner coun-
try’s level of need and strategic criteria such as 
geopolitical significance. In sum, these selection 
decisions result in a focus on Africa and the Mid-
dle East. This new orientation could lead to a loss 
of German influence in Latin America and Asia, 
something that could be exploited by countries 
already becoming increasingly active in these 
regions. To prevent a weakening of strategic 
relations with the ‘exit countries’, efforts should 
be made in coordination with other German 
ODA-spending ministries to maintain relations 
through these channels – no easy undertaking 
in view of the difficulty of coordinating different 
departments. The BMZ’s orientation also seems 
to run counter to the current foreign policy trend 
of greater German commitment in Latin Amer-
ica and Asia – embodied in the German Foreign 
Office’s Latin America and Caribbean Initiative 
and the Policy Guidelines for the Indo-Pacific 
Region  – and could thus erode coherence and 
strategic interests in Germany’s dealings with its 
international partners. If this is to be prevented, 
the relevant ministries need to work on improv-
ing their coordination, first and foremost the 
BMZ and the Foreign Office.

In addition to partner countries, the private sec-
tor also has an important role to play in strategic 
partnerships. The BMZ’s efforts to involve and 
promote the private sector in sustainable devel-
opment are particularly evident in the Marshall 
Plan with Africa with its reform partnerships 
and in the Development Investment Fund.21 
The BMZ 2030 reform strategy institutional-
ises the category of reform partners and offers 
the possibility of expansion. The new thematic 
priorities also include aspects of private sector 
development. Whereas the role of the private 
sector receives attention, the weighting of cor-
responding instruments in the reform strategy 
seems rather restrained compared to other BMZ 
discussions and concepts. The implementation 
of the reform offers an opportunity to integrate 

institutions and Member States in the respective 
countries.19 This concept is by no means new. It 
has been on the table at the EU level for some 
years, albeit progress has been slow. Germany 
announced its intention to press ahead with this 
issue during its Presidency of the Council of the 
European Union in 2020.20 There have been no 
notable advancements however – the mammoth 
task of dealing with the pandemic is certainly 
one explanation for the lower priority afforded 
to this issue during the German presidency.

‘Better Together’: Strategic Partnerships 
for Global Challenges

As discussed earlier, strategic partnerships 
beyond traditional bilateral development coop-
eration  – including with emerging economies 
and non-state actors  – are needed to address 
transboundary challenges and to further global 
common goods.

The focus on Africa and the 
Middle East could lead to a  
loss of German influence in 
Latin America and Asia.

The new partnership model takes this into account 
with the creation of the Global Partners category. 
The eight global partners are emerging economies 
such as China, India, Mexico, and South Africa, 
which, in terms of their political weight and level 
of economic development, are able to make a sig-
nificant contribution to achieving global common 
goods. They are, therefore, also important partners 
for the advancement of German interests world-
wide. The BMZ 2030 reform strategy thus consol-
idates and systematises a component of German 
development cooperation that has already gained 
in importance over recent years. It is now impor-
tant to better exploit the potential of cooperation 
with these countries, for example, through the 
strategic development of instruments such as trian-
gular cooperation. This entails a traditional donor 
country such as Germany working with an emerg-
ing economy on a project in a developing country.
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Comprehensible selection? Countries like Sierra Leone have fallen off the list of bilateral partner countries.  
Source: © Baz Ratner, Reuters.
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these instruments into the portfolio more stra-
tegically, ensuring that activities are in line 
with the social, environmental, and economic 
aspects of the 2030 Agenda.

Partner Orientation and Profile Building: 
Germany as an Attractive, Values-Based Partner

As explained above, the strategic effectiveness 
of German development cooperation depends 
even more than before on being perceived as an 
attractive, reliable partner. Its competitors in this 
respect are donors such as China, which pursue 
other development approaches and are skilled 
at marketing and showcasing their activities in 
partner countries. To remain relevant as a donor 
and partner in this situation, it is vital to carry out 
an evaluation of existing weaknesses in Germa-
ny’s development cooperation compared to other 
donor models and make the appropriate adjust-
ments. Potential starting points include clearly 
communicating mutual cooperation interests and 
financial commitments as well as the coherence 
of instruments and implementation structures. 
It is, at the same time, important not to fall into 
the trap of neglecting Germany’s values-based 
approach and quality standards so as to compete 
with development policy approaches perceived 
to be more efficient. Instead, the added value 
of German development cooperation must be 
clearly implemented and demonstrated through 
the interaction of both these components to 
increase awareness and appreciation of German 
activities among political decision-makers and 
the public in partner countries.

The BMZ 2030 reform strategy addresses this 
issue in several ways. By dovetailing the lists 
of thematic priority areas and countries and 
the planned consolidation of bilateral portfo-
lios, the BMZ seeks to reduce the large num-
bers of separate, small projects in the partner 
countries. This harbours potential for reducing 
transaction costs on both sides and strengthen-
ing the impact and significance of the German 
contribution in partner countries. This goal is 
also supported by the plan to develop the instru-
ment of official government negotiations. In 
future, all commitments in the partner country, 
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the BMZ 2030 reform strategy help to increase 
its strategic effectiveness?

So far, the answer is mixed. First, the reform 
strategy’s claim to actively shape policy should 
be welcomed. The BMZ is underlining its under-
standing of development policy as a key compo-
nent of German foreign policy and strengthening 
its orientation towards strategic interests. At the 
same time, the global framework provided by 
the 2030 Agenda and its long-term sustainable 
development goals remains the point of refer-
ence for German development policy.

Based on its aim to actively shape German devel-
opment policy, the reform addresses a number of 
aspects with a view to increasing effectiveness 
in bilateral relations with partner countries and 
at the multilateral level. Along with adjustments 
targeting traditional aspects of effectiveness, 
particularly in terms of a stronger orientation 
towards and better measurement of impacts, the 
reform provides a launchpad for building more 
strategic relationships with partners and rais-
ing Germany’s profile as an attractive partner. 
Meanwhile, certain elements of the reform strat-
egy still lack coherence and would benefit from 
re-evaluation and adjustment.

It is impossible to make a final assessment of the 
reform strategy at this early stage of implemen-
tation. This implementation now offers a vital 
opportunity to learn from existing weaknesses 
and build on approaches that work. It will also 
be important to monitor the reform’s indirect 
effects on non-state actors, such as political 
foundations. Entirely in line with the results-
oriented approach, necessary adjustments will 
have to be made in this process so that, in the 
end, the reform strategy can actively contribute 
to shaping a strategically effective, sustainable 
German development policy.

– translated from German –

Veronika Ertl is Advisor for Development Policy in 
the Analysis and Consulting Department at the  
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung.

i. e. including special initiatives, climate finan
cing, regional and global projects, and KfW 
development loans, are to be communicated in 
a combined form that will emphasise Germa-
ny’s contribution as a total package. The idea of 
reflecting the commitments of other German 
ministries in this context should be pursued fur-
ther, particularly in light of the increasing ODA 
share of other ministries. However, experience 
has also shown that the at times divergent inter-
ests and procedures of individual ministries and 
German donor agencies make it difficult to bun-
dle commitments in this way.

Furthermore, its values-based approach is a key 
component of German development cooperation. 
These values are embedded in the new list of pri-
ority thematic areas as “overarching quality crite-
ria” to be applied to all measures. These include 
human rights, gender equality, anti-corruption, 
environmental and climate impact assessment, 
and conflict sensitivity. In principle, the idea of 
mainstreaming issues entails the danger that 
they will be side-lined. When implementing the 
reform, care should thus be taken to ensure that 
the quality criteria are consistently applied.

In addition to bilateral relations, the multilat-
eral level also plays an important role in raising 
Germany’s profile as an attractive development 
partner. Both the BMZ’s Strategy Paper “BMZ 
Priorities for a Strong European and Multilat-
eral Development Policy”22 and the BMZ 2030 
reform strategy envisage making Germany’s 
contribution to rules- and values-based interna-
tional cooperation and sustainable development 
in multilateral forums even more strategic and 
effective  – especially regarding setting a the-
matic agenda and strengthening Germany’s 
development cooperation model. Germany’s 
influence is to be further increased through the 
targeted secondment of personnel to strategi-
cally important organisations.23

Implementation Is Now the Key

How effective will German development cooper-
ation be in the future, considering the changing 
requirements? Based on the above analysis, does 
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Discussions about monitoring and evaluation in development 
cooperation still tend to revolve around justifying the use of 
funds – often taxpayers’ money – and proving their effective-
ness. Of course, this is right and important, but monitoring 
and evaluation harbour the potential to do more. The goal 
must be a change in attitude, moving away from being  

“guardians of the indicators” to becoming “friends and helpers”.

“No policy area is scrutinised so closely for its 
effectiveness as development policy”.1 This 
statement by German State Secretary Martin 
Jäger reflects the pressure for accountability 
exerted on development cooperation and over-
seas aid. This is completely understandable  – 
after all, taxpayers need to know how much of 
their money is being spent overseas, for what 
purpose, and to what effect. Moreover, develop-
ment cooperation can be a controversial issue. 
Since the early 2000s, experts like the US econ-
omist William Easterly have been criticising 
the development assistance efforts of interna-
tional institutions, primarily from an economic 
point of view. He argues that setting the wrong 
incentives can lead recipient countries to fol-
low counterproductive paths, saying that this 
has occurred more often than success stories 
in recent decades.2 And the pressure is rising. 
Other actors are now focusing on many recipient 
countries’ growing dependence on development 
assistance.3 For example, populist movements 
insist that foreign aid is mostly a waste of money 
and should be cut. This is also happening in 
Germany, where discussions about budget cuts – 
similar to those that took place under former US 
President Donald Trump4 – are spearheaded in 
the Bundestag by the right-wing populist AfD 
parliamentary group in particular.

The inevitable financial and economic difficul-
ties triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic will 
further ignite the debate, gradually shifting it 
from the political to the public arena. As it hap-
pens, the public is already sitting up and tak-
ing notice. Development cooperation is said to 
be expensive, inefficient, and can in fact cause 

more damage than good to its target groups. 
Special emphasis is placed on the financial 
aspect regarding the use of taxpayers’ money 
as a reason for questioning the whole principle 
underpinning development cooperation. A sur-
vey commissioned by the German Institute for 
Development Evaluation (DEval) reveals that 
one in four Germans believes development 
cooperation to be ineffective, with only one in 
ten viewing it as effective. One complaint by the 
critics is that around half of all development aid 
fails to reach its intended recipients due to cor-
ruption.5

At the same time, there is growing pressure from 
international actors, too. Countries opposed 
to principles of the liberal world order attempt 
to entice Germany’s traditional development 
cooperation partners with lucrative, uncondi-
tional offers, thus creating “donor competition” 
in recipient countries. The fact that these tempt-
ing offers are not always guided by sustainabil-
ity and the interests of the recipients but by the 
donor’s own financial and strategic advantages 
and interests, does not seem to stand in their 
way.6 There are growing fears about whether – 
and for how long – values-based development 
aid propagated by the “West” will be able to 
keep up in terms of their appeal.

In short, experts, politicians, and institutions 
engaged in development cooperation are fac-
ing mounting pressure to justify their activities. 
This article will now focus on the situation in 
Germany, where expectations placed on devel-
opment cooperation stakeholders can seem 
somewhat utopian. Development assistance 
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risk of money straying from its intended pur-
pose. But it is more difficult to deal with objec-
tions about the effectiveness of development 
cooperation. This is also because, particularly in 
the area of governance, evaluating effectiveness 
is perceived as being both more difficult and 
more opaque than financial monitoring, making 
it of little use as an orientation aid. This means 
the results rarely find their way into strategies 
or policy debates and are correspondingly more 
difficult to retrieve.

The greatest challenge lies in 
understanding how to prove 
and document the “impact”.

There are manifold reasons for this. On the one 
hand, those who implement development coop-
eration often tend to reduce M&E mechanisms 
to accountability, while ignoring the potential 
and opportunities that they afford (such as for 
self-reflection and initiating learning and strat-
egies). On the other hand, the use of excessively 
technical terminology and methods can be a 
deterrent and is usually unwieldy and inade-
quate for governance issues. This means that 
findings are often communicated in unappeal-
ing, even incomprehensible, ways that are not 
tailored towards their audience.

But the greatest challenge lies in understand-
ing what needs to be proven, the concept to be 
documented – the “impact”. What is meant by 

“impact” and how is it defined?

Distinguishing Between Output, Outcome,  
and Impact

The renewed discussion about the concept of 
“impact” reflects a fundamental change in Ger-
man development cooperation over the last 
twenty years. This is illustrated, for example, by 
the establishment of Germany’s largest and most 
well-known international development agency. 
In 2011, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Inter-
nationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) was created 

should combine speed with maximum impact – 
along with low and fully traceable expenditure. 
This is normal in technical cooperation (TC) – 
measuring TC and disaster relief against this 
yardstick should be possible. In the governance 
sector, however, the situation is more complex 
not merely because it involves long-term com-
mitments. Nevertheless, development coopera-
tion can and must not evade the requirement to 
strive for effectiveness, while also documenting 
and communicating it to the outside world. How 
can this be credibly achieved? And what instru-
ments can be used to not only deal with the  – 
partly justified – pressure for accountability but 
also to put this pressure to good use?

Can Monitoring and Evaluation Act as an  
Internal Compass?

Going beyond ethical principles and values, data 
should be able to provide the best possible evi-
dence that good use is being made of financial 
and human resources and that the rationale 
behind projects is guaranteed. There are two key 
instruments for keeping the development coop-
eration ship on course and away from danger: 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E). Until now, 
these terms have mainly been used for the pur-
pose of accountability, but they have much more 
potential. They can proactively and purposefully 
help to steer programmes and act as their “inter-
nal compass”. Both are essential components of 
development cooperation but often fail to live 
up to their capabilities, particularly in smaller 
organisations, in the “tug-of-war between 
learning and accountability”7. Having said that, 
the internal and external pressures on devel-
opment cooperation as a whole have led to the 
professionalisation of M&E. The achievement 
of objectives, impact, and efficiency all must be 
monitored under the German Federal Budget 
Code. What is more, most non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), political foundations, and 
other organisations now have their own M&E 
units and structures. The accountability debate 
mainly focuses on financial and administrative 
procedures. However, modern management 
systems can now record financial flows with 
great speed and accuracy and thus reduce the 
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65 per cent increase in projects since 2008, and 
the financial volume has more than tripled in the 
same period.8

TC thus became IC (international cooperation), 
which posed the question of impact and how to 
measure it once again, but from a different angle. 
This is also against the background of changes to 
the international debate. Consequently, agree-
ments and international commitments, which 
Germany has also entered into, are now more 
focused on impact.9 It may still be possible, at 

through the merger of the Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Capac-
ity Building International (InWEnt) and the Ger-
man Development Service (DED). Even before 
the name was changed, a trend had begun that is 
not unique to GIZ: the tendency to embed tech-
nical cooperation, infrastructure development, 
and even emergency relief in overarching social 
and political levels and structures, bolstered by 

“good governance” measures, support for admin-
istrative reforms, and policy advice. In the area 
of good governance alone, GIZ has reported a 

Rarely so obvious: While the effect of a new irrigation system can be measured relatively well, it is far more difficult  
to prove causalities in the case of complex structural changes in society. Source: © Amr Abdallah Dalsh, Reuters.
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without the intervention: Y1 - Y0”10. According 
to this approach, impact is only achieved if the 
difference triggered by a certain intervention 
can be measured beyond doubt, although this 
cannot be attained without the costly inclusion 
of control groups.

Whereas the OECD Development Assistance 
Committee (OECD DAC) defines impact as 

“positive and negative, primary and secondary 
long-term effects produced by a development 
intervention, directly or indirectly, intended or 
unintended”11. This second definition is broader 
and also forms the basis for the approach 
taken by most German development cooper-
ation organisations. This is understandable 
and appropriate for a multilateral organisation 
such as the OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development). The assump-
tion is that impact can take place at different 
levels. The English language makes a basic dis-
tinction between output, outcome, and impact. 
Output is the direct result of an intervention, 
such as a workshop. It is typically easy to meas-
ure, whereas the other two categories are more 
difficult to pin down. Outcomes should include 
behavioural changes among specific target 
groups, i. e., effects at the target group level, or 
changes in status (e. g., malnutrition in a target 
population has been reduced by a factor of X), 
while impact goes beyond this and encompasses 
a macro level, e. g., society or some of its parts.12 
These levels are described accordingly as 

“sphere of control (output)”, “sphere of influence 
(outcome)”, and “sphere of interest (impact)”13. 
Against the background of these differentiation 
options, English has become the lingua franca 
of German development cooperation because 
of its ability to differentiate more precisely 
between the various levels of impact and hence 
the changes that have been achieved.

Considering the difficulty of defining and meas-
uring what has been achieved, it is not surprising 
that justifying and proving a project’s “meaning-
fulness” in terms of its “effectiveness” poses 
quite a challenge. This is made even more dif-
ficult given that terminology is not understood 
equally or uniformly by all parties involved in 

least ostensibly, to establish causality between 
an action and the changes that ensue in the case 
of technical activities. However, this becomes 
even more difficult as the links between cause 
and effect become more complex. For exam-
ple, a new well enables the irrigation of arable 
land, which yields better harvests and leads to 
improved food security in a region. But in the 
case of a project designed to bring about long-
term changes in patterns of behaviour, it is far 
more difficult to prove or even identify causal 
links. Have consultancy services in local author-
ities and workshops with civil servants resulted 
in improved budgeting in the municipality? Does 
this in fact reduce corruption, initially at local 
level and later at national level?

It is more difficult to measure 
impact when it comes to civic 
education and policy dialogue 
programmes.

The task of evaluators and M&E experts initially 
became more difficult when technical coopera-
tion was accompanied by measures in the polit-
ical sphere and public administration. Where 
interventions such as the above-cited wells or 
seed bags had a tangible, direct impact on the 
recipients that could also be proven through 
observations or traditional quantification, com-
plex structural changes are much more difficult 
to measure, and the description of their impact 
is correspondingly broad. And it is even more 
difficult to define and measure impact when it 
comes to civic education, policy dialogue pro-
grammes, and similar initiatives.

It is, therefore, hardly surprising that the debate 
surrounding effectiveness in development coop-
eration has become more differentiated, but 
also more diffuse. Depending on their mandate, 
internationally active organisations measure 
their work against different benchmarks. For 
example, the World Bank  – as a development 
bank – sets itself narrower criteria and defines 
impact as “the indicator of interest with and 
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programme). For example, a workshop may 
already have a direct and demonstrable impact 
on its participants. We can assume that these par-
ticipants go on to influence those around them, 
which, in turn, leads to behavioural change at a 
broader, higher level – but this is more difficult 
to prove. It is true that these are different aspects 
with differing requirements of M&E, yet they still 
derive from the lowest level and are interrelated. 
If data is gathered incorrectly at the micro level, 
it is difficult to gain the best possible picture at a 
higher level and becomes even more difficult the 
further one goes.

Data collected in the field often  
fails to meet the standards  
expected of M&E units.

Sophisticated monitoring and scrupulous data 
collection at the micro level provide a funda-
mental framework for all future data collection. 
A well-thought-out system with milestones and 
opportunities for redirection and intervention 
is essential but requires human resources in the 
field backed up by financial resources. What is 
more, everyone involved needs a clear under-
standing of the issue at hand. However, these 
resources are often inadequate, so it is hardly 
surprising that data collected in the field fails to 
meet the standards expected of M&E units in 
most cases.14 Surveys asking participants about 
their levels of satisfaction or impressions tend 
to contribute little to impact evaluation. It can 
also be challenging to monitor complex struc-
tural changes, the effectiveness of “track 2 for-
mats” (informal discussion channels, often in 
diplomatically or politically sensitive contexts), 
and networks since it takes time to survey par-
ticipants and observe project managers – both 
requirements that can be difficult to meet. In 
addition, the (usually written) impact indica-
tors might not be in line with reality or particu-
lar characteristics of the project. Obviously, this 
makes it even more difficult to carry out eval-
uations at programme level. Evaluators often 
have to deal with anecdotal evidence and rely 

development cooperation. This is something 
that hampers communication with target groups 
in Germany. So even the terminology presents 
an obstacle – but this is just one among many.

Problematic Perceptions

Growing pressure for accountability over recent 
years and the increasingly complex terminol-
ogy have led M&E units in virtually all German 
development cooperation organisations to take 
on more staff and professionalise their opera-
tions. The demand for postgraduate courses in 
this field has also increased in recent years and 
many consultancy firms focus exclusively on 
evaluations for development cooperation organ-
isations worldwide.

The professionalisation of M&E units enables 
data to be aggregated with greater speed and 
accuracy and provides the prerequisites for a 
wide range of enquiries – such as from ministries 
or parliamentary groups in the Bundestag – to 
be answered more fully and, if necessary, more 
quickly. However, the pressure for accountabil-
ity experienced by M&E units may also make 
them join others in viewing themselves as over-
sight panels. This means the urgency of mon-
itoring impact in their day-to-day work may 
supersede the benefits of M&E measures, which 
could be of use in other areas: such as in sup-
porting strategic decision-making, identifying 
niches where they have unique strengths com-
pared to competing institutions, and much more. 
They also play a key role in the institutional 
learning process. Even though projects may be 
set up differently depending on the region or 
topic, there might still be similarities in the pro-
ject processes. A body with an insight into all 
projects across the world could be of great value 
for the institutional learning process, but it is 
often inadequately exploited as a resource.

Theory versus Practice

Monitoring and evaluation are carried out at all 
levels in development cooperation: at the micro 
level (the activity), the meso level (the project),  
and the macro level (the programme or sector  
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“Afghanistan’s economic and social development 
[…] has already made remarkable progress since 
the overthrow of the Taliban” and that “Ger-
many […] has contributed to this development 
over the past 18 years  – especially through its 
development cooperation – and, together with 
the Afghan government and the international 

on the gut feelings of project managers and their 
superiors, making it hard to quantify their find-
ings. Added to this is the long-held belief that 
the main role of M&E units is for control. This 
makes it difficult to be transparent about miss-
ing or undesirable results, even if it is nobody’s 
fault. This additionally hampers the acceptance 
and potential impact of M&E measures.

Evaluation in Practice – What Are the  
Consequences for Projects?

In practice, how often are negative results dealt 
with transparently? Do evaluations also reflect 
when projects are unsuccessful? And what about 
the validity of the evaluations, how close do 
they come to reality on the ground? These are 
legitimate questions, as sometimes evaluators 
must accept that they only have a limited under-
standing of the general framework (and thus of 
the project). They collect their own data over a 
limited period and only analyse previously col-
lected data. That is why evaluations are “merely” 
assessments and deliberations based on (albeit 
well-founded) assumptions. Depending on avail-
able data, these may be closely aligned with the 
project realities but can never fully reflect them. 
However, evaluations never claim to do this, and 
thus rarely tend to make radical recommenda-
tions. Both internally and externally, they should 
be viewed as just one of many elements involved 
in management and strategic processes. Nev-
ertheless, the fear that an overly negative eval-
uation could determine the project’s future and 
their own career makes project managers defen-
sive (and evaluators worry that they may not get 
any more assignments).

Still, it is not uncommon for evaluations to be 
critical, though they usually take a constructive 
tone and focus on what has been achieved. Even 
in a country like Afghanistan, where, despite 
significant efforts in the area of peace and 
state-building by multiple stakeholders, any suc-
cesses are often stymied by the volatile security 
situation and a resurgence of groups such as the 
Taliban or local cells of the so-called Islamic 
State, evaluations such as those carried out by 
the German government have concluded that 
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Handling Failures and Mistakes

It is regularly observed that development pro-
jects’ success or failure mainly depends on their 
basic conditions. Other than tactical issues, it 
is these conditions (rather than evaluations) 
that most often decide whether projects can 

community, has laid vital foundations for the 
country’s social and economic progress”.15 This 
is just as true as the statement that in principle 

“the political will, the political assertiveness, the 
political values and the design of the economic 
system in the partner country”16 impede or facil-
itate the work.

Hard hit: When the framework conditions in a partner country deteriorate massively, as here in Yemen, this does not 
remain without consequences for development cooperation. Source: © Abduljabbar Zeyad, Reuters.
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findings in such a way that the benefit of evalua-
tions is clear for recipients to see – as well as ulti-
mately the benefit of the project work itself. After 
all, they provide the link between the organisa-
tion and the – mostly external – evaluators and 
can best assess which routes are worth pursuing 
and which not. This is also the only way to initi-
ate internal learning processes or be involved in 
higher-level strategic consulting.

A Change of Image – From Monitoring  
to Consulting

Several steps are required to address the above- 
mentioned challenges. Firstly, there needs to 
be a change of perception. M&E units have to 
master the balancing act of performing their 
monitoring function without being “guardians 
of the indicators”. They (also) need to act as con-
sultants and offer solutions. Rather than simply 
looking back and making judgements, they must 
look ahead in a constructive way. An approacha-
ble manner is part of being a “friend and helper”. 
Conversely, “being evaluated” tends to erect 
barriers because it always entails being judged. 
A positive error culture and the will to learn 
and change is the only way to ensure that eval-
uations are viewed as helpful instruments that 
can be used in a profitable way. The question of 
accountability should not represent an obsta-
cle to the learning process: “Evaluation serves 
two main purposes: accountability and learning. 
Development agencies have tended to prior-
itize the first, and given responsibility for that to 
centralised units. But evaluation for learning is 
the area where observers find the greatest need 
today and tomorrow.”20 In particular, the results 
of monitoring and evaluation processes should 
be used to build on projects and, where neces-
sary, avoid deficiencies that have already arisen 
in similar situations. The importance of learning 
from M&E and acting on its findings was noted 
in the latest OECD Peer Review.21

Discrepancies between theory and practice 
are difficult to overcome, as professionalism in 
the field cannot always be expected or put into 
practice in equal measure. It is not always pos-
sible to ensure that monitoring corresponds to 

continue or whether development work in the 
particular country can even carry on at all. For 
example, the chaotic situation in Yemen fol-
lowing the overthrow of the then President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh forced most international devel-
opment cooperation organisations, including 
GIZ, to withdraw their staff and work remotely 
with local groups. Obviously, the cooperation 
with Yemen has had to be adapted considering 
the difficult conditions since then.17 However, 
this does not mean the projects are inevitably 
less effective, provided the adaptation is appro-
priate and well thought-out. Evaluations can 
be helpful in this respect. In the end, however, 
the organisation must decide whether and how 
to proceed with a project. The same applies to 
how it handles failures and mistakes. There is 
no blanket response to the question of whether 
the criticisms and recommendations of evalu-
ators are adequately addressed, for example in 
follow-up projects. At the end of the day, it is 
the organisation that makes the decision in this 
respect, taking all the above-mentioned points 
and other relevant issues into account.

A constructive error culture 
would help to ensure that 
lessons learnt from mistakes 
could also benefit other  
projects worldwide.

It also applies to the handling of data obtained 
and the findings based thereon. Data is dry, so 
it is vital to present it in the right way for each 
target group.18 But this is usually limited to an 
evaluation report, which often provides the sole 
basis for all types of communication – whether 
with management, the funding organisation, or 
when handling requests under the Freedom of 
Information Act. If the communication is to be 

“heard”, it needs to address the extremely varied 
needs and interests of different groups.19 In this 
respect, the evaluation units in particular have 
an obligation towards the various stakehold-
ers. They must be able to interpret and prepare 
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issues, they must be able to extrapolate, pre-
pare, and anticipate potential effects at policy 
level in order to anticipate transfers to other 
actors. However, in the political and govern-
ance sphere they should also exercise caution 
and ask themselves which aspects they should 
perhaps not communicate. Faced with undem-
ocratic or authoritarian societies and structures, 
too much transparency could prove to be coun-
terproductive or even dangerous in some cases. 
This is why the applicable maxim should be that 
normative requirements should be openly com-
municated, while operational information (e. g., 
protecting sources) should, in some cases, be 
treated as confidential.

Conclusion and Outlook

In any case, the “right” communication will 
become increasingly important due to the 
recent trend for government spending – particu-
larly on development assistance – to be subject 
to ever closer scrutiny by politicians and sec-
tions of the public. Above all, the consequences 
of the coronavirus pandemic and its impact 
on the German economy will further intensify 
the debate on development spending. In turn, 
this will increase the pressure on development 
cooperation actors to document and commu-
nicate  – or even market  – the effectiveness of 
their activities. Not to mention the challenges 
posed by systemic rivals such as China, the Gulf 
states, and Turkey, which exploit every con-
ceivable means to gain influence, and not only 
on the economic front. Accordingly, attractive 
concepts and documented impacts are selling 
points for German development cooperation 
organisations that should not be overlooked.

The Federal Ministry for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development (BMZ) is also aware of 
this and has added issues such as effectiveness 
and data availability to its agenda as part of 
the BMZ 2030 reform strategy.22 This reflects 
how the BMZ clearly understands the growing 
need for accountability. Thus, the concept of 
impact – and hence impact documentation and 
communication – will become even more impor-
tant and less of a niche aspect when designing 

requirements, particularly due to a lack of per-
sonnel in many cases. Even if data can be col-
lected and evaluated (which is not always fully 
successful in view of diverse and challenging 
tasks faced by project managers), analysing and 
processing the data usually presents another dif-
ficulty. It is not possible to assess medium and 
longer-term effects at the political or economic 
level on an ad-hoc basis. One option would be 
to focus on sampling, especially for smaller 
organisations that have to manage without a 
monitoring officer, and to work with qualitative 
data collection methods in lieu of quantifica-
tion. While these may be easier to manipulate, 
they are more meaningful than data that is not 
consistently collected in a correct manner. The 
focus should be more on the positive effect of 
learning from mistakes and less on the fear of 
admitting to failure. A constructive error culture 
would help to ensure that lessons learnt from 
mistakes could also benefit other projects world-
wide, provided that the findings are recognised, 
addressed, and communicated. Apart from this, 
circumstances outside one’s control (such as 
conflicts or natural disasters) may also torpedo 
projects and render them ineffective. Here, too, 
dealing with mistakes, if communicated, could 
be a help and stimulus, but without any compul-
sion to change course in subsequent projects.

Communication is therefore a vital prereq-
uisite for learning processes and the key to 
increasing the relevance of M&E measures at 
the micro, meso, and macro levels, while also 
being essential for documenting and sharing 
the findings: Who receives what information, 
and what do they expect? How well-versed are 
they in methodology and what time resources 
are available? It is important to prepare data and 
communicate it such that it is appropriate for 
the target group. After all, different data or ways 
of preparing it are needed for a parliamentary 
question or ODA statistics than for communi-
cating impacts to the press and public.

Just like management consultants, M&E units 
should ask themselves these and similar ques-
tions before communicating the results of eval-
uations. Especially on strategic and political 



30 International Reports 2|2021

1	 	State Secretary Martin Jäger at the presentation 
of the Evaluation Report 2020 published by 
the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), 25 Feb 2021.

2	 	Easterly, William 2001: The Elusive Quest For Growth: 
Economists’ Adventures and Misadventures in the 
Tropics, Cambridge, pp. xii – xiii.

3	 	Biekart, Kees / Verkoren, Willemijn / Kamphuis, 
Bertine 2013: State Building in a Rentier State: How 
Development Policies Fail to Promote Democracy 
in Afghanistan, in: Development and Change, 44: 3, 
pp. 501 – 526.

4	 	Mason, Jeff 2020: Exclusive: Trump proposes 21 %  
cut in U.S. foreign aid in budget proposal, Reuters,  
9 Feb 2020, in: https://reut.rs/3ftUQZY [8 Mar 2021].

5	 	Gleser, Solveig H. / Schneider, Sebastian H. 2018: 
Meinungsmonitor Entwicklungspolitik 2018: 
Einstellungen zu Entwicklungszusammenarbeit und 
nachhaltiger Entwicklung, German Development 
Cooperation Evaluation Institute (DEval), in: 
https://bit.ly/3ypvjcU [17 May 2021].

6	 	Quirk, Patrick 2014: (Re)Emerging Aid Donors in 
the Reshaping World Order, The German Marshall 
Fund of the United States (GMF), 11 Jul 2014, in: 
https://bit.ly/33XAgvG [17 May 2021].

7	 	Guijt, Irene 2010: Accountability and Learning: 
Exploding the Myth of Incompatibility between 
Accountability and Learning, in: Ubels, Jan /  
Acquaye-Baddoo, Naa-Aku / Fowler, Alan (eds.):  
Capacity Development in Practice, Earthscan, p. 339, 
in: https://bit.ly/3hxwSzE [19 May 2021].

8	 	GIZ 2021: Evaluation Report 2020 – Using Knowl
edge, Dec 2020, in: https://bit.ly/3vV0yv0  
[6 Mar 2021].

9	 	Particularly the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness, among others.

10	 	Hearn, Simon / Buffardi, Anne 2016: What is Impact?,  
Overseas Development Institute (ODI), Feb 2016, 
p. 7, in: https://bit.ly/3hC8ZH3 [19 May 2021].

11	 	Ibid.
12	 	Mercator Stiftung 2016: Leitfaden Wirkungsmodell, 

Sep 2016, in: https://bit.ly/3bG34wO [8 Mar 2021].
13	 	Hearn, Simon 2008: Outcome Mapping, ODI,  

in: https://bit.ly/3bBXjjZ [4 May 2021].
14	 	Pasanen, Tiina 2017: Monitoring and evaluation: 

five reality checks for adaptive management, ODI, 
14 Dec 2017, in: https://bit.ly/3bVGjW7 [10 Apr 2021].

15	 	German Bundestag 2019: Antwort der Bundes- 
regierung auf die Kleine Anfrage der Abgeordneten 
Markus Frohnmaier, Dietmar Friedhoff, Ulrich  
Oehme und der Fraktion der AfD, Entwicklungs
zusammenarbeit mit Afghanistan, parliamentary 
paper 19/8231, 7 Mar 2019, in: https://bit.ly/ 
3osUSoW [6 May 2021].

16	 	GIZ 2021, n. 8, p. 13.
17	 	Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (BMZ) 2021: Jemen – Land in 
humanitärer Krise, in: https://bmz.de/de/laender/
jemen [6 May 2021].

internal processes. It is essential to anticipate 
this development and proactively take steps to 
move towards one other. Only in this way can 
M&E experts and policymakers turn strategi-
cally effective monitoring and evaluation into an 
internal compass for development cooperation – 
a compass that steers the ship towards success 
and acceptance, even in turbulent waters.

– translated from German –

Dr. Angelika Klein is Head of the Evaluation Unit at 
the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung.

Lukas Kupfernagel is Desk Officer in the Evaluation 
Unit at the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung.

https://reut.rs/3ftUQZY
https://bit.ly/3ypvjcU
https://bit.ly/33XAgvG
https://bit.ly/3hxwSzE
https://bit.ly/3vV0yv0
https://bit.ly/3hC8ZH3
https://bit.ly/3bG34wO
https://bit.ly/3bBXjjZ
https://bit.ly/3bVGjW7
https://bit.ly/3osUSoW
https://bit.ly/3osUSoW
https://bmz.de/de/laender/jemen
https://bmz.de/de/laender/jemen


31New Approaches in Development Cooperation

18	 	In this context, the concept of target groups has to 
be distinguished from that of stakeholders in order 
to highlight the difference between groups who 
experience the impact (stakeholders) and those 
who are the recipients of communication about the 
impact (target groups).

19	 	Grünhaus, Christian / Rauscher, Olivia 2021: 
Impact und Wirkungsanalyse in Nonprofit Organi- 
sationen, Unternehmen und Organisationen mit 
gesellschaftlichem Mehrwert, Vienna University of 
Economics and Business, Feb 2021, in: https://bit.ly/ 
3wbWXrY [17 May 2021].

20	 	Serat, Olivier 2009: Learning from Evaluation, 
Knowledge Solutions 44, Asian Development Bank 
(ADB), May 2009, p. 1, in: https://bit.ly/3v5kkmX  
[8 Mar 2021].

21	 	Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) 2013: Evaluating 
Development Activities, 12 Lessons from the OECD 
DAC, in: https://bit.ly/3wlwpV9 [17 May 2021].

22	 	BMZ 2018: Development Policy 2030. New Chal- 
lenges – New Solutions, Oct 2018, in: https://bit.ly/ 
2RQgq3a [10 Apr 2021].

https://bit.ly/3wbWXrY
https://bit.ly/3wbWXrY
https://bit.ly/3v5kkmX
https://bit.ly/3wlwpV9
https://bit.ly/2RQgq3a
https://bit.ly/2RQgq3a


32

New Approaches in Development Cooperation

A Holistic View  
of Health

The One Health Concept in International  
Development Cooperation

Martina Kaiser

S
o

u
rce

: ©
 B

o
b

b
y Y

ip
, R

e
u

te
rs.



33New Approaches in Development Cooperation

The COVID-19 pandemic has turned the spotlight on how 
global health risks can arise from interactions between  
humans, animals, and the environment. Consolidating the 
One Health approach is vital if we are to adequately counter 
this threat. The approach focuses on these interdependencies 
to reduce the resulting health risks. Governments and multi
lateral organisations also increasingly incorporate this  
approach into their development strategies.

Health Challenges at the Interface of 
Humans, Animals, and the Environment

The end of 2019 marked the emergence of 
SARS-CoV-2, a previously unknown virus in 
humans. The origin of SARS-CoV-2, which was 
first observed when cases of unexplained pneu-
monia were noted in the city of Wuhan, China, 
and how it was transmitted to humans is still not 
fully understood. However, according to a recent 
study by experts at the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) and Chinese scientists, it is “likely 
to very likely” that SARS-CoV-2 jumped from 
bats to humans via another animal.1

This spillover led to the emergence of COVID-19, 
a new infectious disease that is life-threaten-
ing to humans. This is not a new phenome-
non – some two thirds of all infectious diseases 
occurring in humans are so-called zoonoses, 
diseases that are transmitted reciprocally 
between humans and animals by pathogens 
such as bacteria, parasites, fungi, or viruses.2 
There are over 200 diseases of this type, includ-
ing Ebola, tuberculosis, and rabies.

One of the factors that favours zoonoses is 
the increasing contact between humans and 
animals, such as that resulting from human 
encroachment into previously untouched natu-
ral environments. One reason for this increased 
contact is due to population growth, with its 
associated demand for food and intensified 
agriculture. Other factors favouring the occur-
rence of zoonotic diseases are poor hygiene, for 
example in food production, trade with wild 

animals, and the increasing impact of climate 
change.

Zoonoses are one of the symptoms of a com-
plex interplay of factors affecting the health of 
humans, animals, and the environment and can 
lead to global health threats such as epidemics 
and pandemics. Another health challenge at the 
human-animal-environment interface is the 
growing worldwide problem of antimicrobial 
resistance (AMR). AMR is mainly caused by 
the improper use of antibiotics, for example in 
human and veterinary medicine and in livestock 
farming, and harbours the risk that dangerous 
infectious diseases will one day no longer be 
treatable.

Experts are calling for the One Health approach 
to be expanded to adequately address these 
interactions, build global health resilience, and 
reduce the risk of pandemics owing to zoonotic 
disease outbreaks. This concept was first for-
mulated in 2004 in the Manhattan Principles 
on “One World  – One Health”3 and updated 
and expanded in 2019 by the Berlin Principles 
on One Health.4 The concept focuses on the 
interactions between people, wildlife, farm 
animals, plants, and their environment so as 
to identify and mitigate health threats posed 
by zoonoses and AMR at an early stage. It pur-
sues a holistic, interdisciplinary approach: One 
Health aims to align and integrate programmes, 
research, and policy guidelines across differ-
ent sectors to achieve better public health out-
comes.5
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such as SARS, MERS, Ebola, and, most recently, 
COVID-19, One Health has grown in signifi-
cance over recent years and has increasingly 
found its way into national governments’ and 
multilateral organisations’ development pro-
grammes. As a result, countries such as Ger-
many and the US have subsequently adapted 
their One Health strategies and taken steps 
to incorporate the One Health approach into 
development cooperation. This article will 
examine why One Health is an issue for devel-
opment cooperation, what role it plays in the 
development strategies of these countries and 
relevant multilateral organisations, and what 
contribution development cooperation can 
make to mitigating health threats through the 
One Health approach.

One Health as a Focus of Development  
Cooperation

Health represents the basis for a self-deter-
mined life. The possibility to lead a healthy life 
is an expression of human dignity. Health is 
inextricably linked to sustainable development. 
Low-income countries in particular face numer-
ous health challenges, which pose an obstacle to 
their social and economic development. These 
problems include poor health care systems, lack 
of preventive measures, and infectious diseases. 
Promoting health as a prerequisite for sustain
able development in low-income countries and 
as a global public good is, therefore, a key issue 
for international development cooperation.

Development policy goals in the health sector are 
inextricably linked to developments in other sec-
tors, particularly regarding climate change and 
the environment, agriculture, and nutrition. If 
health threats emanating from zoonoses or anti-
microbial resistance are to be contained and last-
ing improvements made to public health, it is vital 
to pursue holistic approaches such as One Health 
as part of development cooperation. This is not 
only because infectious diseases pose a threat to 
people’s health, but they can also threaten and 
even unravel progress in other vital areas, such as 
fighting poverty and hunger. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has demonstrated this all too well.7

The core idea underpinning the One Health 
approach is that human health depends on the 
integrity of ecosystems and a healthy planet. 
Therefore, when seeking solutions to human 
health challenges, their impact on animal health 
and the environment must also be considered.6 
With regard to health threats posed by zoonoses, 
the integrated One Health approach aims to 
improve epidemic and pandemic prevention.

Health as a global public good 
is a key issue for international 
development cooperation.

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the 
dangers that can arise when zoonotic out-
breaks are detected too late and cannot be 
effectively prevented. It has also illustrated 
the need for integrated approaches to under-
standing the complex relationships between 
humans, animals, and the environment. As a 
result of the growing incidence of zoonoses 

Fig. 1: The One Health Approach 
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Entwicklungspolitik. Gesundheit. One Health, in: 
https://bit.ly/3f5PLYQ [21 May 2021].
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Sustainable Agricultural Systems as Key Areas  
for One Health

On the one hand, the agricultural sector is 
essential for providing people with a balanced 
diet while also contributing towards numerous 
environmental and health problems. Its vital 
role at the interface of people, animals, and 
the environment, and as a priority of develop-
ment strategies, makes this sector a key area for 
implementing the One Health approach.

People and animals live cheek 
by jowl, which can lead to the 
transmission of potentially 
dangerous pathogens and  
zoonoses.

Agriculture dominates the economies of many 
developing countries. It is vital for ensuring food 
security as a basic element of human health and 
economic development. As the world’s popula-
tion grows, the agricultural sector must be able 
to meet the growing demand for food. This 
requires sufficient agricultural land and innova-
tive approaches, such as adapting plant breed-
ing to a changing climate. Agricultural and food 
systems must be made sustainable to prevent 
agriculture from having negative repercussions 
on the planet or animal health, such as through 
extinction, soil degradation, and the destruc-
tion of natural ecosystems. This is the only way 
to avoid undesirable side-effects while working 
towards health goals.

When implementing One Health in agriculture, 
particular attention must be paid to animal 
health and food hygiene, since a large propor-
tion of farmers in development cooperation 
partner countries keep livestock. An important 
lever in this context is the responsible use of 
veterinary medicines such as antibiotics. Their 
improper use promotes the spread of antimicro-
bial resistance, in turn making it difficult to deal 
with infectious diseases that were easy to treat 

Related Concepts: One Health and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development

The basic principles of the One Health concept 
are also reflected in the 2030 Agenda, initiated 
by the United Nations in 2015 as a global frame-
work for transforming every area of our lives. 
Like the One Health approach, the 2030 Agenda 
with its 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) calls for an interdisciplinary approach 
and cross-sectoral ways of addressing global 
challenges.

Although the approaches and overarching goals 
of One Health and the 2030 Agenda are closely 
linked – sustainable development for the benefit 
of people, animals, and the environment, taking 
into account economic, environmental, and 
social dimensions  – the 2030 Agenda makes 
no direct mention of the One Health approach 
in its wording. However, the connection to it is 
clear when we examine Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 3 (Ensure healthy lives and promote 
well-being for all at all ages) and its associated 
health-related SDGs.

Parallels with the One Health approach also 
become clear in interdependencies with SDG 
6 (Ensure availability and sustainable manage-
ment of water and sanitation for all). Aside from 
having severe consequences on health, con-
taminated water pollutes the environment and 
affects animals and plants, which in turn under-
mines agriculture and the human food supply.

Achieving SDG 3 on health also increasingly 
relies on making progress on SDG 13 (Take 
urgent action to combat climate change and its 
impacts). Like One Health, the 2030 Agenda 
highlights the impact of climate change on 
human, animal, and environmental health.

There are many other parallels between the 
2030 Agenda and One Health regarding the role 
of sustainable agricultural and food systems in 
ensuring the health of people, animals, and the 
environment.
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Regarding One Health, scientists and experts 
need to abandon the silo mentality and work 
in an interdisciplinary way to find solutions to 
challenges arising at the interface of people, ani-
mals, and the environment. The same applies 
to the political sphere, where information and 

in the past. Today, AMR poses one of the most 
serious threats to global health. It is estimated 
that 700,000 people die each year because of 
multidrug-resistant pathogens.8

Along with synergies,  
the aims of agriculture and  
environmental protection  
can also be conflicting.

It is also important to put the One Health 
approach into practice in the sustainable man-
agement of agricultural land. Expanding agri-
cultural land through large-scale deforestation 
or draining wetlands destroys wildlife habi-
tats. This means people and animals live cheek 
by jowl, which can lead to the transmission of 
potentially dangerous pathogens and zoon-
oses. Unsustainable soil management, such as 
the excessive use of chemicals and fertilisers, 
also leads to the loss of agricultural land, which 
again puts pressure on food systems and human 
health. This problem is further exacerbated by 
the effects of climate change, as illustrated by 
the increasing frequency of extreme weather 
events such as heat waves and floods.

The Difficulties Involved in Implementing  
One Health

The above-mentioned interdependencies high-
light difficulties inherent in implementing the 
One Health strategy. There is no doubt that 
the holistic approach can create synergies, but 
conflicting objectives between individual sec-
tors, such as agriculture and environmental 
protection, may also arise. These cross-sec-
toral conflicts and diverging interests need to 
be addressed and overcome if One Health is to 
be truly effective. Policymakers need to create 
appropriate framework conditions to ensure the 
interests of all sectors involved are considered 
and to reduce existing disparities in the balance 
of power.
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against the backdrop of future health threats such 
as epidemics and pandemics but also as a means 
of preventing ecological disasters like extinction 
and climate change. These programmes should 
receive adequate funding not just at the national 
but also at the multilateral level.

knowledge should be regularly exchanged 
and a coordinated approach adopted towards 
the implementation of One Health at both the 
national and the international level. Finally, pro-
grammes to implement One Health should be 
viewed as active preventive measures, not just 

Risky proximity: Due to human intrusion into wildlife habitat, the threat of disease transmission from animals to 
humans rises. Source: © Ricardo Moraes, Reuters.
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Panel’s main tasks will be to keep the public 
informed and to feed reliable scientific evidence 
relating to One Health into public policy.11

In 2018, the European  
Commission presented a  
programme that specifically 
follows the One Health  
approach.

A tangible result of the work undertaken by WHO, 
OIE and UNEP in the area of pandemic response 
and addressing One Health challenges such as 
zoonotic diseases is the publication of an interim 
guidance document on “Reducing public health 
risks associated with the sale of live wild animals 
of mammalian species in traditional food mar-
kets”.12 This contains a set of recommendations 
for how national governments can reduce risks 
emanating from the transmission of zoonotic dis-
eases in food markets and wild animal markets.

EU Initiatives to Strengthen One Health

As the world’s largest donor of development aid, 
the European Union has set up the Neighbour-
hood, Development and International Coop-
eration Instrument (NDICI) – a well-funded 
programme for promoting sustainable develop-
ment in its partner countries.13 The One Health 
approach is not specifically mentioned in any of 
the three underlying NDICI pillars. However, 
the One Health-related issues of health, food 
security, and climate change are defined in the 
thematic pillar and described as “global chal-
lenges” that “are best addressed at a suprana-
tional level”.14 The “crisis response” pillar also 
seeks to strengthen resilience and link humani-
tarian and development actions in a more effec-
tive way.15 Although it does not specifically refer 
to One Health as an overarching concept, the 
NDICI is aligned with this approach.

In 2018, the European Union already launched 
the One Health European Joint Programme 

Multilateral Initiatives for Implementing  
One Health

It is essential to find global solutions to the 
aforementioned health challenges, which are 
caused and exacerbated by global megatrends 
such as population growth, urbanisation, and 
climate change. Multilateral organisations have 
an important role to play here by creating syner-
gies and ensuring knowledge about One Health 
is fed into policy and transferred to the public.

Tripartite Alliance for One Health

The WHO, the World Organisation for Animal 
Health (OIE), and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) are 
making a vital contribution to implementing the 
One Health strategy. These three organisations 
joined forces in 2010 to form the Tripartite Col-
laboration. The aim of this initiative is to com-
bat health risks at the nexus of humans, animals, 
and the environment in a targeted manner by 
creating synergies and pooling expertise. Its 
focus includes the early detection and preven-
tion of human and animal diseases, research 
into zoonoses, capacity building in national 
health care systems, promoting food safety, 
and combating antimicrobial resistance.9 In 
2019, the three organisations jointly published 
a comprehensive guide to addressing zoonotic 
diseases to support member states develop a 
multi-sectoral One Health strategy.10

To strengthen One Health as a holistic con-
cept, the three organisations extended their 
cooperation to the environmental sector in 
late 2020 and incorporated the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) as an addi-
tional partner. As part of the Paris Peace Forum 
in November 2020, the alliance also agreed 
to convene a multidisciplinary One Health 
High-Level Expert Panel (OHHLEP). This is 
intended to address health risks at the human-
animal-environment interface more effectively 
by providing data and research findings. Along 
with representatives from all four agencies, it 
will also bring in experts from human, animal, 
environmental, and social sciences. One of the 
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pandemic.19 This includes working with the 
International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) 
to establish the One Health Research, Educa-
tion and Outreach Centre in Africa (OHRECA), 
based in Kenya, to promote interdisciplinary 
exchange on human and animal health. The 
approach behind this project is to build struc-
tures for monitoring disease outbreaks among 
humans and animals to be better prepared for 
future pandemics. Together with the World 
Bank, the BMZ is also working to improve agri-
cultural and food systems to prevent the emer-
gence of zoonotic pathogens in food production 
and improve their early detection.20

Global health and One Health are also embed-
ded in the “BMZ 2030 reform strategy”, which 
was published in April 2020 as well. The BMZ 
has consolidated its portfolio and incorporated 
health, pandemic response, and One Health into 
its new strategy as one of ten initiative areas that 
will be focused on for a set period of time.21 The 
aim of this initiative area is “to systematically 
anchor One Health as a holistic and trans-sec-
toral approach in international cooperation, and 
in relevant core areas and fields of action of Ger-
man development cooperation”.22 In its strategy 
paper “One Health in Development Coopera-
tion”23, the BMZ sets out its approach to imple-
menting One Health and defines four strategic 
fields of action.

•	 The first area of action envisages anchoring 
the One Health approach more firmly in Ger-
man bilateral development cooperation and 
helping partner countries to draw up national 
One Health strategies and emergency plans 
for epidemic and pandemic prevention.

•	 The second area of action focuses on promot-
ing cooperation between international organ-
isations and supporting research alliances 
and networks in the field of One Health. It 
particularly focuses on strengthening the 
mandate of the WHO as the lead coordinat-
ing body for global health and the role of the 
Tripartite Collaboration, including its poten-
tial expansion to include other UN agencies 
such as UNEP and possibly UNDP.

(OHEJP) within the European Commission’s 
Horizon 2020 research and innovation pro-
gramme. The OHEJP specifically follows the 
One Health approach. It was set up to facilitate 
collaboration between European research insti-
tutions in the fields of human and veterinary 
medicine and consumer health protection in the 
food sector.16 The three main focus areas of the 
five-year project are: foodborne zoonoses, anti-
biotic resistance, and emerging hazards. One of 
the programme’s overarching goals is to gener-
ate scientific data, methods, and software and 
make them available to national and European 
institutions for the assessment of health risks 
and potential preventive action.17

One Health in German Development  
Cooperation

German development cooperation has har-
nessed the COVID-19 pandemic as an opportu-
nity to adjust its priorities in global health and 
to strengthen its commitment to One Health. At 
the institutional level, this increased focus on 
One Health finds expression in the creation of 
a new unit at the Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) to tackle 
global health, pandemic prevention, and One 
Health. All the individual measures involved in 
the One Health approach will be bundled in this 
new unit, which will also coordinate interna-
tional cooperation and launch new initiatives in 
areas such as human and animal health.18 The 
Ministry has also set up the One Health Advisory 
Board, an interdisciplinary body that will advise 
the BMZ on priorities relating to One Health.

Global health and One Health 
are also embedded in the 

“BMZ 2030 reform strategy”.

In April 2020, shortly after the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the BMZ presented an 
emergency response plan, whose aim was to 
help developing and emerging countries tackle 
the health, economic, and social impacts of the 
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•	 The fourth area of action addresses the par-
ticularly relevant topic of political agenda 
setting, i. e. embedding One Health in devel-
opment cooperation and the development 
policy debate. This includes raising aware-
ness among decision-makers and the public 
of health risks posed by zoonoses and AMR 
and the importance of preserving pristine 
habitats and sustainable forms of livestock 

•	 The third area of action focuses on capac-
ity building and strengthening health infra-
structure in both human and veterinary 
medicine. It also emphasises the need to 
train interdisciplinary personnel on the One 
Health approach and to improve risk com-
munication and public information cam-
paigns on preventing zoonotic diseases and 
AMR.

Key role: German Development Cooperation seeks to strengthen the mandate of the World Health Organization.  
Source: © Laurent Gillieron, Reuters.
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research programme (EPT). Its primary aim was 
to investigate the most likely sources of zoonotic 
disease and the places and practices most likely 
to expose people to pathogens.28 This should 
make it easier to identify dangerous pathogens 
at an early stage and reduce the associated risks. 
Interdisciplinary research teams have discov-
ered over 1,000 previously unknown viruses, 
including a new strain of Ebola.29 Shortly before 
the COVID-19 pandemic broke out, the regular 
funding period of ten years expired, and the pro-
ject was not extended at first.

However, in September 2020, USAID launched 
Strategies to Prevent Spillover (STOP Spillover), 
a new programme designed to build on its pre-
decessor project, PREDICT. STOP Spillover has 
a budget of 100 million US dollars for a period 
of five years. Based on data and knowledge col-
lated by the previous project, the project now 
aims to develop measures for strengthening 
national capacities in selected but yet undefined 
partner countries to reduce the risk of danger-
ous pathogens being transmitted from animals 
to humans.30

Building Back Better with the One Health  
Approach

Development cooperation focuses on removing 
obstacles to social and economic development 
in partner countries. Along with combating pov-
erty and hunger, priority goals are the promo-
tion of health as a fundamental human right and 
the basis for an independent life.

Since the turn of the 21st century, we have 
increasingly witnessed the emergence of infec-
tious diseases that originate in wild animals, 
such as SARS, MERS, Ebola and, most recently, 
COVID-19. This is mainly due to human inter-
vention in wildlife habitats. Development coop-
eration seeks to achieve its aims by focusing on 
several key sectors, such as agriculture, which 
have an impact on the emergence of health 
threats like zoonotic diseases and AMR. Devel-
opment cooperation can make a sustainable 
contribution to reducing the health risks arising 
from zoonotic diseases and AMR. It can do so 

farming in minimising these risks. This com-
ponent also aims to feed the One Health 
approach into EU strategies such as the 
NDICI.

One Health in US Development Cooperation

Global health represents a distinct area of US 
development cooperation, which pursues the 
fight against infectious disease outbreaks as one 
of its three strategic objectives.24 Since 2009, 
the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the agency responsi-
ble for development assistance, has invested 
more than 1.1 billion US dollars in this priority 
area. The funds are used to ensure systems are 
in place in partner countries to detect and pre-
vent outbreaks of infectious diseases at an early 
stage and respond quickly and effectively to 
emergencies.25

USAID aims to train  
health workers in the  
area of One Health.

For example, regarding One Health, USAID 
focuses on promoting and implementing pro-
jects that support partner countries to address 
zoonotic and AMR-related health risks, build-
ing laboratory and surveillance capacity, and 
improving risk communication to inform the 
public and health workers about infectious 
diseases.26 Another objective is to train the 
next generation of health workers in partner 
countries in One Health capacities. To this end, 
USAID is supporting the One Health Workforce – 
Next Generation (OHW-NG) project, which 
intends to help regional university networks in 
Africa and Southeast Asia develop a cross-sec-
toral workforce for effective disease surveillance 
and control.27

Another focus of the US’ commitment to One 
Health is research into zoonotic diseases and 
their causes. The PREDICT project was set up in 
2009 as part of the Emerging Pandemic Threats 
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Political Conditionality
The EU’s Attempt to Align Democratic Norms and  

Foreign Policy Priorities in Ethiopia’s Tigray Conflict
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Deteriorating levels of democracy worldwide are once again 
intensifying calls for increased political conditionality in  
European Union development policy. Against the background  
of violent conflicts and human rights abuses in Ethiopia, the EU’s  
diplomatic approach to tackle democratic backsliding is being  
put to the test. Criteria for financial support and suspension 
must be better communicated to send coherent signals to  
both recipient countries and domestic audiences alike.

Reignited Discussions about Increased Aid 
Conditionality

Global democracy is on the decline. The ongo-
ing COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the 
already stagnating state of democratic condi-
tions in a plethora of developing and emerging 
countries that are recipients of European Union 
external aid. Over the past year, we have wit-
nessed a marked increase in the curtailing of 
parliamentary oversight and pressure on polit-
ical opposition, censorship and intimidation 
of independent media, challenges for electoral 
integrity, and targeted disinformation cam-
paigns.1 In light of this, the debate on the effec-
tiveness of using EU external funds to tackle 
democratic backsliding is regaining momentum.

With several major policy developments rel-
evant to EU funding and their implications 
for democratic policy reform, it is not surpris-
ing that the debate on conditionality has been 
reignited. In March 2021, following years of 
inter-institutional negotiations, the text for the 
Neighbourhood, Development, and Interna-
tional Cooperation Instrument – Global Europe 
(NDICI-Global Europe) was formally endorsed. 
Encompassing virtually all world regions and 
totalling 79.5 billion euros for the period 2021 to 
2027,2 this instrument combines several former 
EU funding schemes under one global roof. It 
serves as the EU’s funding architecture for long-
term developmental challenges while also being 
intended to reinforce other key thematic aspects 
of EU external policy, including democracy 
and human rights. The negotiations on NDICI 

signalled a critical juncture for the EU to reflect 
on the long-term political goals of its external 
action. By deciding how to allocate the avail-
able funds and balance their geographic and 
thematic allocation, each earmarking decision 
harboured a risk of trade-offs in other areas.3

Furthermore, the recent approval of a Euro-
pean Parliament report that advocates making 
EU development aid conditional upon recipient 
collaboration on migration management has 
attracted much attention.4 The decision marked 
a shift in the Parliament’s position on develop-
ment policy and was met with great controversy. 
While the report’s initiators argued that linking 
development aid and migration management 
will enhance the effectiveness of development,5 
its opponents criticised that making migration 
cooperation the core of EU decision-making 
on funding allocation leads to ineffective and 
untransparent development practices.6 The 
debate triggered by the Parliament’s decision 
suggests that policy considerations, political 
convictions, and normative arguments have an 
important role to play when discussing condi-
tionality.

At the same time, the EU introduced a new 
internal sanctions mechanism called the “rule 
of law conditionality”. Under this new scheme, 
EU budget payments to member states’ govern-
ments can be cut or frozen if the European Com-
mission establishes a legal breach. This attempt 
to protect EU resources from funding demo-
cratic backsliding within the Union has been 
positively received among most policy circles in 
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developments considerably weakens the EU’s 
ability to exert pressure on democratic reforms 
through aid funding.

So long as the path towards  
democracy is an external 
agenda, political conditionality  
cannot trigger a change of heart.

The EU engages in political conditionality 
practices with the assumption that aid is more 
effective in democracies than in autocracies. 
Enhancing democracy in a recipient country has 
a positive impact on economic development, as 
well as more inclusive education and health care 
systems. By default, policymakers in democratic 
settings must engage in inclusive political com-
petition to win majorities if they are to stay in 
power. Their economic incentives must there-
fore be geared towards providing public goods 
to all citizens, while authoritarian leaders usu-
ally only need to secure the support of a small 
group of elites.13 The EU thus assumes that 
under democratic settings, development aid is 
more likely to reach the neediest target groups.

Yet, the legitimacy of political conditionality to 
achieve meaningful and lasting democratisation 
in recipient countries is often subject to scrutiny. 
The general assumption is that attempts at exog-
enous reform can only have an ostensible impact 
on the democratic opening of authoritarian and 
semi-authoritarian regimes. In some cases, the 
suspension of funds may even contribute to 
further destabilisation and hence thwart wider 
EU development ambitions.14 Although the 
recipient governments might agree to certain 
political conditions, they are not incentivised to 
initiate drastic institutional and administrative 
reforms. So long as a (semi-)authoritarian gov-
ernment perceives the path towards democracy 
as an external agenda, political conditionality 
cannot trigger a change of heart. Postponing or 
suspending funds introduces further complexity, 
as it may be interpreted as an intervention in the 
internal affairs of another sovereign state. That 

Brussels. It has, however, led some commenta-
tors to conclude that the EU’s internal efforts to 
condition funds should be used as an incentive 
to rethink the conditionality of external devel-
opment aid funds.7

Solidifying Democracy through 
Political Conditions

With Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
amounting to 75.2 billion euros in 2019, the EU, 
together with its member states, represents the 
largest aid donor in the world.8 The overarch-
ing objective of European development policy 
is “the reduction and, in the long term, the erad-
ication of poverty”9. All major EU development 
policy documents convey that sustainable devel-
opment is only possible through democratisation. 
Democracy is one of the EU’s founding values, 
pursued by all of the Union’s external policies,10 
as well as a strategic interest.11 The EU often 
exploits political conditionality as a means to 
use its development funding for promoting 
democratic reform in recipient countries. It is a 
set of universal norms and values guided by the 
concepts of democracy, human rights, and good 
governance. The allocation of funds, therefore, 
depends on a recipient regime’s degree of plural 
democracy.12 When a recipient displays deep-
ening authoritarianism, practices human rights 
violations, or shows other signs of democratic 
regression, the donor can use punitive sanctions 
in the form of full or partial withdrawal of aid 
assistance. Conversely, in the case of positive 
conditionality, the donor rewards the recipient 
when progress towards democratic reform is 
made. This “more for more” principle is applied 
in relations with EU neighbouring countries in 
the framework of the European Neighbourhood 
Policy. In both scenarios, the recipients’ will-
ingness to undergo political reform becomes 
a decisive variable in how much capital is allo-
cated to them. In this respect, the EU approach 
fundamentally differs from other development 
actors  – most notably China  – whose financial 
support is not conditional upon democratic con-
ditions for recipient countries. The option for 
partner regimes to cooperate with aid provid-
ers indifferent to democratic and human rights 
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direct payments, a recipient country has to pres-
ent a credible strategy for national development 
or sector reform, maintain a stable macroeco-
nomic outlook, demonstrate progress in public 
finance management and domestic revenue 
mobilisation, and allow for budget transparency 
and oversight.18 Democracy, human rights, and 
the rule of law are considered essential pillars, 
too. With 215 contracts implemented in 89 coun-
tries or regions and a total of 1.6 billion euros 
of budget support paid out in 2019, this type of 
development assistance continues to provide 
the EU with high added value. When a recipient 
country breaches its commitments to these “fun-
damental values”19, the EU has several options. 
It can suspend or adjust available tranches to 
the respective government, reallocate funds to 
sector programmes or channel them to non-gov-
ernmental target groups instead. An immediate 
suspension of budget support regarding deterio-
rating levels of democracy is still another option.

Although the grounds for such decision-making 
are often criticised as ambiguous, the selectivity 
indicates priorities that vary across relationships 
with different countries. A closer look at why 

is why the suspension of funds is the EU’s last 
resort, and the formulation of conditions in offi-
cial documents is often nebulous so as to leave 
room for interpretation in its implementation.15

Budget Support as the Aid 
Modality of Choice

Budget support remains an important tool for 
EU global development cooperation with the 
aim of increasing recipient countries’ ownership 
in development policies and reforms. Through 
direct financial transfers to the recipients’ 
national treasuries, the objective of this aid 
modality is to better harmonise development 
assistance and increasingly align it with the 
priorities of recipients. It is, thus, intended to 
promote recipient ownership while increasing 
the efficiency and effectiveness of development 
cooperation.16 Budget support is based on policy 
dialogue, performance assessments, and capac-
ity building intended to initiate reform progress 
in line with the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). It currently accounts for around 40 per 
cent of national cooperation programmes with 
partner countries worldwide.17 To qualify for 
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the EU provides budget support to governments 
with seemingly little interest in democratisation 
efforts reveals a focus on other foreign policy 
goals, including security and stability, migra-
tion, and economic policy.20 While foreign pol-
icy interests are highly specific in the country 
context and therefore need to be flexible, we 
can observe an overall prioritisation of security 
issues in EU foreign policy.21 This suggests a 
credibility issue: while the EU tries to incentivise 
norms and values through political condition-
ality, it undermines and discredits its position 
through contradictory application.

The Case of Ethiopia’s Tigray Conflict

In January 2021, EU High Representative Josep 
Borrell announced that in light of the ongoing 
violent conflict in the Ethiopian region of Tigray, 
EU budget support would be postponed due 
to humanitarian aid operators having a lack of 
access to the region. He further voiced concerns 
about reported “ethnic-targeted violence, kill-
ings, massive looting, rapes, forceful returns of 
refugees and possible war crimes.”22 Since the 
order for a military offensive on the country’s 
northern region by the Ethiopian Prime Min-
ister Abiy Ahmed on 4 November 2020, the 
conflict has given rise to gross atrocities and a 
humanitarian crisis that displaced over two mil-
lion people. The Ethiopian government said that 
the regional ruling party, Tigray People’s Liber-
ation Front (TPLF), had attacked a government 
military base in an attempt to steal weapons and 
artillery.23 The notion underlying the conflict 
is a struggle for power and clashing visions on 
Ethiopia’s political future. As part of the ethnic 
federalist ruling coalition (Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary Democratic Front, EPRDF), TPLF 
has dominated Ethiopian politics since the early 
1990s. In 2019, the coalition of four parties was 
remodelled into a single party, the Prosperity 
Party, under Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed. It 
incorporated three out of the four ethnic-based 
parties, with TPLF being the only one not to join 
the coalition and openly criticising its formation. 
This sparked tensions between Tigray regional 
authorities and the ruling party in Addis Ababa.24 
When the highly anticipated general elections 
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Ethiopia. The currently postponed budget sup-
port is likely to be resumed once the EU believes 
that the four above requests have been fulfilled.

Although the EU openly condemned the vio-
lence, budget support was merely postponed 
rather than suspended. To understand the hesi-
tation about deploying more drastic foreign pol-
icy tools, we need to consider three main focal 
areas of EU-Ethiopia relations.

1.	 Ethiopia’s Geostrategic Position and 
Regionalisation of the Conflict

Ethiopia is the second-most populous nation 
in Africa. Its location at the Horn of Africa and 
proximity to several conflict-ridden Eastern 
African countries and the Arabian Peninsula 
give the country a special geostrategic signifi-
cance as a security ally. The region is also prone 
to extremist influence from neighbouring 
sub-regions due to the fragility of surrounding 
states, including weak governments and econo-
mies, poor governance, and numerous internal 
and cross-border conflicts.28 With the persisting 
conflict in Tigray, the EU fears a spill-over 
effect to neighbouring countries, such as Eri-
trea and Sudan, which would threaten the entire 

planned for 29 August 2020 were postponed 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, TPLF held 
regional elections in Tigray in defiance of the 
government’s decision to delay.25 Prime Minister 
Abiy Ahmed described the offensive on Tigray as 

“defensive operations to restore law and order in 
the Tigray Region”26, in reaction to a perceived 
undermining of his administration.

The EU has never openly questioned the Ethio-
pian government’s intervention in Tigray itself, 
but rather its consequences for Ethiopian civil-
ians’ humanitarian situation. The EU takes a 
diplomatic approach to the escalating conflict, 
seeking to maximise consultations with Ethi-
opian authorities in cooperation with partners 
from the G7 group of countries and the UN. 
In addition, Finnish Foreign Minister Pekka 
Haavisto was appointed as Special Envoy. He 
has been mandated by the EU’s High Repre-
sentative to convey four principal EU requests; 
namely to cease hostilities, to grant humanitar-
ian access to everyone in need in all areas, to 
carry out investigations on human rights abuses, 
and to immediately withdraw Eritrean troops 
currently fighting in Ethiopia.27 On the basis of 
Haavisto’s report, the EU’s 27 foreign ministers 
will decide on how to proceed in engaging with 

Trying to find the right balance: When allocating development funding, the EU takes into account a variety of – 
sometimes conflicting – interests and values. Source: © Clodagh Kilcoyne, Reuters.
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risk offending his government by suspending 
development funding. Still, relations are strained 
after the EU cancelled its Electoral Observation 
Mission due to disagreements with the Ethiopian 
authorities on the terms of deployment.

3.	 Showcasing Effective Poverty Reduction

Despite being one of the poorest and most 
heavily dependent countries on food and aid 
support in the region, Ethiopia is also the fast-
est-growing economy in East Africa. Before the 
COVID-19 pandemic shook global economies, 
Ethiopia recorded a strong and broad-based 
growth averaging 9.4 per cent a year. This, in 
turn, had a positive impact on poverty reduction 
in both urban and rural areas.33 Should Ethiopia 
achieve its aim to secure lower-middle-income 
status by 2025, the EU could use it as a show-
case for successful poverty reduction and argue 
for the effectiveness of its development strate-
gies in the country. Since the ultimate goal of EU 
development aid is long-term poverty reduction, 
continued cooperation with Ethiopia is neces-
sary even in times of crisis.

While Ethiopia has attracted significant foreign 
policy attention, we should not forget that the 
country’s democratic track record has continued 
to fall short of the mark despite high levels of EU 
development funding in recent decades. The 
EU+ group’s34 annual disbursement of one billion 
euros of ODA constitutes almost one-quarter of 
total external aid to Ethiopia and has occasionally 
accounted for up to ten per cent of the country’s 
annual federal budget.35 Given these volumes 
of financial aid, the lack of more substantive EU 
engagement on issues of democratisation and 
human rights in recent years stands in contrast 
to its declared core values. After citizens took to 
the streets in 2005, contesting the result of the 
general elections, the government imposed a ban 
for demonstration and freedom of assembly and 
a harsh crackdown on opposition leaders, activ-
ists, and domestic protestors. Condemning the 
violence, the EU suspended its budget support 
to the government in December 2005 for one 
year.36 Meanwhile, the ruling EPRDF coalition 
won 99.6 per cent of parliamentary seats in 2010 

region’s stability. Ethiopia, the second largest 
refugee-hosting nation in Africa, is increasingly 
becoming a source of migration itself, with 
thousands fleeing the surging violence.29

In over 40 years of bilateral  
relations, the EU has experi­
enced little enthusiasm for 
democratisation from previous 
Ethiopian administrations.

2.	Maintaining the Momentum of 
Abiy Ahmed’s Reform Agenda

When Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed took office 
in 2018, he openly criticised his predecessors’ 
track record on governance and democracy and 
even declared to pursue a “multiparty democ-
racy supported by strong institutions that respect 
human rights and rule of law”30. His reform 
agenda included releasing political prisoners, 
legalising forbidden opposition parties, intro-
ducing full gender parity at cabinet level, and 
appointing a former dissident as chairperson 
of the Electoral Commission.31 His landmark 
achievement was initiating peace talks with 
northern neighbour Eritrea, effectively ending 
two decades of hostility and winning him the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 2019. Notwithstanding 
the violent conflict in Tigray, the EU remains 
positive that it has found a cooperation partner 
with an equal interest in opening the country to 
democracy. In over 40 years of bilateral rela-
tions, the EU has experienced little enthusiasm 
for democratisation from previous Ethiopian 
administrations. Within donor circles, Ethiopian 
government officials are known to be explicit 
and to directly communicate their red lines for 
international engagement.32 Even though there 
are no clear roadmap and concrete policy recom-
mendations, the EU remains hopeful that Abiy 
Ahmed’s reform agenda will revamp domestic 
and regional dynamics. In order to maintain the 
relationship with the Prime Minister, who is set 
to win the postponed election, the EU will not 
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is why democracy promotion cannot be identified 
as a priority. Current decisions on funding alloca-
tion, including the recent decision to allocate new 
humanitarian aid funding of 53.7 million euros,39 
tend to follow the logic of greater security and 
stability concerns as outlined above. If the EU 
wants to implement a coherent foreign policy, it 
must clearly communicate its differing views 
on engagement with various partners and exert 
pressure for political reform more strategically.

Political Conditionality as a Means to an End

For a normative actor like the EU that engages 
in budget support with numerous (semi-)author-
itarian states around the world, political condi-
tionality remains an important policy tool to 
retain leverage. It can be used to underline val-
ues and priorities when engaging with develop-
ment partners as well as to prove to domestic 
audiences that development funding serves its 
purpose. It is necessary and legitimate for poli-
ticians and citizens to raise questions about the 

and 100 per cent in 2015.37 Irrespective of Ethio-
pia’s democratic record, budget support has con-
tinued and has even increased despite Ethiopia’s 
reservation towards cooperating with donors on 
governance reforms.38

Meaningful democratic  
reforms cannot simply be  
imposed on recipient  
governments.

Ethiopia’s complex political, socio-economic, 
governance, and development challenges put the 
EU’s diplomatic approach on reacting to violence 
and human rights abuses to the test. While the 
Union wants to ensure that its development fund-
ing does not contribute to subsidising warfare, it 
also wants to prevent jeopardising future partner-
ship-based cooperation; ultimately leading to a 
loss of ability to exert influence in Ethiopia. That 

Maintaining the reform agenda: With his moves towards democratisation and peace with neighbouring Eritrea, 
Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed (to the left) has sparked hope among EU leaders. Source: ©Tiksa Negeri, Reuters.
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about social, economic, and political contexts 
but also raise public awareness of the advantages 
associated with democratic reforms.

The current crisis in Ethiopia highlights the EU’s 
determination to continue its path of diplomacy 
with a focus on protecting civilians and grant-
ing humanitarian access. Finding a solution to 
the violence requires an approach that takes 
account of the various visions on legitimacy and 
of an inclusive process for negotiating a common 
vision of the country’s political future. The EU’s 
political support in close cooperation with its 
member states, as well as other international and 
multilateral actors, will be critical for achieving 
progress towards a long-term political solution.

Carolin Löprich is Programme Manager for Democracy  
and Sustainable Development at the Konrad-Adenauer- 
Stiftung’s Multinational Development Policy Dialogue 
office in Brussels.

use of European development aid funding in 
third countries, especially when serious human 
rights abuses take place.

Political conditionality, however, can at most 
be a means to an end. The rekindled debate on 
more conditionality in European development 
policy is, at its core, about development effec-
tiveness – and about the prioritisation of foreign 
policy goals. In this context, political condi-
tionality should not be exploited as an instru-
ment of political paternalism but rather as a 
trigger for constructive cooperation focused on 
country-specific challenges and shortcomings. 
Meaningful democratic reforms cannot simply 
be imposed on recipient governments. Instead, 
they are a result of long-term processes gener-
ated by a tailored mix of political and financial 
instruments carefully developed in collabora-
tion between the donor and recipient. Current 
debates around political conditionality often 
erroneously equate aid with development.

Whereas the EU is determined to maintain 
budget support as an important component of 
its development cooperation, it must carefully 
consider how the criteria for financial support 
are communicated. The lack of official report-
ing on the underlying reasons for past disburse-
ment behaviour has sent contradictory signals. 
It is therefore imperative for the EU to structure 
realistic and long-term political development 
trajectories for recipient countries with clear 
indicators for joint priorities. If it is to prove the 
credibility of its values-based foreign policy 
agenda, the EU should follow these trajectories 
with more determination. The EU can encourage 
reform through well-communicated incentives 
of political conditionality. When making use 
of political conditionality, the EU also needs to 
carefully assess whether recipient governments 
lack the political willingness or ability to engage 
in democratic reform. Creating a democracy 
that is nothing more than an empty shell must 
be avoided at all costs. To effectively implement 
democratic reforms, it will also be crucial for the 
EU to increasingly engage with other actors in a 
country, including civil society and youth. Such 
engagement could not only better inform the EU 
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As the world shifts into a new geopolitical phase, Africa is 
gaining importance – as a trading partner and investment 
destination, a contender in addressing global challenges, but 
also as an arena for external actors to flex their military and 
strategic muscles. These actors include China, Russia, and 
Turkey, three authoritarian regimes with regional and great 
power ambitions. From a European perspective, their activities 
in Africa are viewed with scepticism and concern. Not only 
because they are economic competitors, but because they  
also embody competing values and social models.

Europe is confronted with three “re-emerging 
empires”. This is how Josep Borrell, the High 
Representative of the European Union for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy, referred to 
China, Russia, and Turkey at the European Par-
liament in September 2020.1 In a guest editorial 
for the newspaper Le Journal du Dimanche, he 
wrote: “Over and above their specificities, Rus-
sia, China and Turkey share three common 
characteristics: they are sovereignist vis-à-vis 
the outside world and authoritarian within their 
own borders; they are intent on having their 
zones of influence recognised and are deter-
mined to shield them from all outside eyes […].”2

Borrell’s statements were prompted primarily 
by Russia’s position in the Belarus crisis, China’s 
handling of the Hong Kong issue, and Turkey’s 
activities in the Mediterranean region. But it is 
also worth focusing on these three countries as 
external actors in Sub-Saharan Africa. All three 
have recognised the strategic importance of 
the continent and are intensifying their activ-
ities there. While China’s involvement has 
been monitored and debated for many years, 
the increase in Russian and Turkish activity in 
the area is a more recent observation and has 
received less attention to date.

Africa through a Geopolitical Lens

The three countries are in good company: global 
interest in Africa and the engagement of exter-
nal actors on the continent have never been 

greater. As early as March 2019, The Economist 
reported on a “New Scramble for Africa”.3 This 
is not just a race to gain access to the continent’s 
raw materials and markets and open up oppor-
tunities for its own investors, products, and 
technologies. It is also about security threats 
and migration flows, geopolitical spheres of 
influence and strategic alliances, the 54 African 
votes at the United Nations, and joint efforts to 
address global challenges.

This involvement of other countries in Africa 
challenges “traditional” Western donors in 
many ways. The attractive alternatives offered 
by other donors mean that Western develop-
ment aid has lost much of its potential as an 
incentive and lever for instigating reform and 
good governance. Ultimately, more is at stake 
than competing economic interests. The West 
has always viewed development cooperation 
as an instrument for promoting its values and 
marketing its own social model. Now, how-
ever, authoritarian countries like China, Rus-
sia, and Turkey have arrived on the scene with 
some fundamentally different values. Will the 
donor’s engagement in Africa become the vehi-
cle for a new systemic competition? Let us take 
a closer look.

China: The Big Player in Africa

From a European perspective, the massive 
engagement of its “systemic rival”4 China in 
Africa has been a matter of controversy for many 



57New Approaches in Development Cooperation

years. And changes in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic have once again turned the spotlight 
on this issue.

Over the past two decades, China has become 
one of Africa’s most important investors and 
trading partners. Cooperation with Africa has 
been institutionalised through the establish-
ment of the Forum on China-Africa Coopera-
tion, which has taken place every three years 
since 2000 and at which China regularly 
announces new, steadily increasing funding 
packages. These packages grew from five billion 

US dollars in 2006 to 60 billion US dollars at 
the last summit in 2018 (50 billion US dollars of 
which was government funding). China’s trade 
volume with Africa has also multiplied. From 
merely ten billion US dollars in 2000, it recently 
passed the 200 billion US dollar mark.

Since 2013, the New Silk Road initiative has 
formed a central pillar of Chinese foreign policy 
under Xi Jinping. The aim is to build a compre-
hensive trade network between Asia, Africa, and 
Europe – but also ultimately to expand China’s 
global influence. African countries, too, are 

All roads lead to Beijing? Chinese involvement in infrastructure development, as here in Kenya, closes a gap left by 
Western donors. Source: © Thomas Mukoya, Reuters.
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In addition to economic investment, China’s 
engagement in Africa has taken on an increas-
ingly military and strategic dimension over 
recent years. In 2017, China opened a military 
base in Djibouti. This first, and to date the only, 
permanent troop base outside China is located 
close to the existing US and French bases. 
Beyond this military presence, China is the larg-
est contributor to financing and equipping UN 
peacekeeping troops in Africa. It is increasing its 
bilateral engagement in training and equipping 
the armed forces of its African partners.

Russia: A Latecomer with Big Ambitions

After around 25 years of ignoring the continent, 
Russia has made something of a comeback in 
Africa in recent years. When the Cold War drew 
to a close, Russia had largely withdrawn from 
its geostrategic ventures in Africa. But over the 
last five to six years, Russia has been notice
ably ramping up its engagement on the African 
continent. The first Russia–Africa Summit in 
Sochi in October 2019 represents a milestone 
in this respect. At least as far as the media was 
concerned, this summit catapulted Russia to the 
forefront among Africa’s donors and strategic 
partners. It was attended by 43 heads of state 
and government. President Putin announced 
20 billion US dollars in debt relief to African 
countries and signed bilateral investment agree-
ments totalling 12.5 billion US dollars. Since 
then, Russia has become much more aggressive 
and visible in Africa and is steadily expanding its 
engagement. It should be noted, however, that in 
terms of financial aid and trade volume, Russia 
appears somewhat dwarfed by Africa’s largest 
partners in quantitative terms – the US, China, 
Europe, and India. Europe does not so much 
view the extent of Russia’s engagement with 
concern but rather the way it is being conducted.

The Russian narrative on Africa sounds similar 
to that of China. In an interview ahead of the 
Sochi summit, Putin declared that he wanted 
to step in where Europe and the US have disap-
pointed. He claimed that Western countries were 
resorting to “pressure, intimidation and black-
mail against sovereign African governments”. 

being lured by investment and development 
projects under this economic and geopolitical 
mega project. Most of the money flows into 
large infrastructure projects and the exploitation 
of raw materials. However, Europe is also par-
ticularly concerned about China’s dominance in 
the IT and communications sector and the huge 
dependence of African networks and systems on 
Chinese technology.

For some time now, more and  
more voices, including in  
Africa, have been warning  
of a new debt trap.

Many African governments find the Chinese pro-
posals very appealing. The emphasis on large-
scale infrastructure development closes a gap 
also caused by the Western donors’ focus on pov-
erty reduction, education, and health. They also 
like the speed and simplicity of the Chinese pro-
jects. China’s economic aid is mainly in the form 
of cheap loans, usually without conditionalities, 
and does not ask questions about democracy and 
human rights. Beijing emphasises strict adher-
ence to the principle of sovereignty and, unlike 
Western donors, presents itself as a “true friend 
of Africa” without a colonial past or paternalis-
tic intentions.5 However, critics are sceptical of 
China’s engagement, with some even viewing 
it as a new form of “colonialism”.6 China’s own 
economic and strategic interests are paramount: 
it is about opening markets for Chinese compa-
nies and products, securing (long-term) access 
to vital resources, expanding the geopolitical 
sphere of influence, and mobilising support for 
Chinese concerns in multilateral institutions.

China’s engagement has afforded new oppor-
tunities to African nations, but it also threatens 
to create new dependencies. For some time 
now, more and more voices, including in Africa, 
have been warning of a new debt trap. There are 
growing concerns that China could seize con-
trol of key infrastructure if African countries are 
unable to pay their debts.
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ventures. Russia has no qualms about working 
openly with despots, or about entering legal 
grey areas and conflict zones. As a result, Rus-
sia’s engagement in Africa is extremely varied, 
ranging from bauxite mining by state-owned 
Russian corporations in Guinea, offshore gas 
extraction in Mozambique, diamond mining in 
Angola, and gas liquefaction in Congo to mining 
in Zimbabwe and nuclear energy for Egypt, to 

Russia, on the other hand, was helping them 
without any preconditions.7 But it goes without 
saying that Russia – like the other countries – is 
not acting altruistically in Africa. Economically, 
the focus is on access to resources like oil and gas, 
plus rare earths, and diamonds, and expanding 
export markets in the key sectors of agriculture, 
energy, and defence. Visible, formal cooperation 
often overlaps with informal or even clandestine 

Largest arms exporter to Africa: Russia is responsible for nearly half of all arms exports to the continent.  
Source: © Sergei Chirikov, Reuters.



60 International Reports 2|2021

first Turkey–Africa Cooperation Summit in 
2008 was a landmark event in this respect. The 
African Union has listed Turkey as a “strategic 
partner” since then. Under Erdoğan’s lead-
ership, political and economic relations with 
African countries have gone from strength to 
strength. The Turkish Foreign Ministry defines 
relations with Africa as a key foreign policy 
objective. Erdoğan has personally made more 
than 40 trips to the continent to date. The 
increased interest is reinforced by further sta-
tistics: in 2003, Turkey had twelve embassies 
in Africa, whereas now there are 42. Trade vol-
ume between Turkey and Sub-Saharan Africa 
increased from one billion US dollars in 2002 
to 7.6 billion US dollars in 2019. Ankara has 
become a hub for flights to and from Africa. The 
partly state-owned airline Turkish Airlines flies 
to 52 destinations in 34 African countries. The 

“Turkish footprint in Africa is getting larger than 
most European countries”, as tweeted by Carlos 
Lopes, former head of the UN Economic Com-
mission for Africa (UNECA), in March 2021.10

Initially, Turkey’s Africa policy was dominated 
by trade, humanitarian aid, and development 
cooperation. Somalia plays a key role in Turkey’s 
engagement in Africa. It is no coincidence that 
the world’s largest Turkish embassy has been 
located here since 2016.11 Back in 2011, when 
the country shaken by civil war was largely 
shunned by the rest of the world, Erdoğan trav-
elled to the capital Mogadishu and promised a 
comprehensive aid package. As a result, Tur-
key became the largest donor there beyond the 
OECD DAC countries. Yet, if we look behind 
the facade of benevolence, Turkey’s military 
and strategic agenda becomes increasingly 
apparent. Whereas many other international 
actors – including the US, China, and France – 
have concentrated their military bases in neigh-
bouring Djibouti, Turkey has exploited its 
engagement with Somalia to establish a military 
presence in the country. Turkey’s largest over-
seas military base has been at Mogadishu airport 
since 2017. Along with historical and religious 
ties, Turkey’s focus on the Horn of Africa can 
be largely explained by its geopolitical interests 
and regional competition with the Gulf states in 

name just a few. The key to the door is often Rus-
sia’s willingness to not only give their political 
backing to authoritarian rulers but to equip their 
armed forces, too.

Observers believe that  
hundreds of mercenaries  
from Russian security firms  
are active on the continent.

Russia delivers more arms to Africa than any 
other country, and indeed is responsible for 
nearly half of all arms exports to the continent. 
21 African states signed military cooperation 
agreements with Russia between 2015 and 2019. 
The largest Sub-Saharan recipients are Angola, 
Nigeria, and Sudan. Beyond the arms trade, 
Russia exerts significant influence on the secu-
rity sector through training and the deployment 
of military experts and advisors. Observers 
believe that hundreds of mercenaries from Rus-
sian security firms are active on the continent.8 
The precise way in which these companies oper-
ate is largely shrouded in mystery, but they must 
be understood as part of Russia’s overall strat-
egy. The security firms are known to have close 
ties to the Kremlin. On the ground, they contrib-
ute towards securing Russian interests, provide 
centralised security services to local govern-
ments – such as in the Central African Repub-
lic – and are particularly active where access to 
valuable mineral resources is at stake.9

Turkey: Africa as a Playing Field for 
Erdoğan’s Strategic Ambitions?

By dint of its geography alone, Turkey sees itself 
as an interface between Europe, Asia, and the 
African continent. But it is only over the last 15 
years that Turkey has emerged as a significant 
player in Sub-Saharan Africa. Until around the 
turn of the millennium, Turkey’s foreign policy 
engagement was largely limited to the Mediter-
ranean region and Gulf states. Turkey’s Africa 
policy only really took off in 2003 under Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan, the then prime minister. The 
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at home, he has understood that a stronger pres-
ence in Africa – including Sub-Saharan Africa – 
will help Turkey to be perceived as a global 
player. Besides geopolitics, however, there are 
also domestic concerns, such as the demand 
for natural resources and energy. By early 2020, 
Turkey had signed 17 mineral exploration and 
extraction agreements with African nations.

Interests and Values: Promoting Autocracy  
as a Countermodel?

Despite all the differences between the three 
actors, they have certain common features:

•	 their rhetoric actively distinguishes them 
from “traditional” donors, and they present 
themselves as a countermodel to the alleged 
paternalism of the West;

•	 their clear focus on large-scale infrastruc-
ture projects and systematic development of 
access to raw materials;

•	 their deliberate linking of economic, mili-
tary, and diplomatic objectives and the crea-
tion of corresponding dependencies, while at 
the same time emphasising the sovereignty 
of their African partners;

•	 the relinquishing of political conditionalities 
and minimum standards of democracy and 
human rights.

Even though Western donors may often exhibit 
inconsistent demands, they always give centre 
stage to their values in terms of democracy and 
the rule of law as part of development cooper-
ation. In contrast, China, Russia, and Turkey 
embody an authoritarian countermodel to lib-
eral Western democracy under their current 
leaders. They seek to create the impression 
that their foreign and economic policy is prag-
matic and largely free of ideology. In reality, 
though, it is easy to see through this facade. On 
closer inspection, the supposed non-condition-
ality is an illusion. The assistance provided by 
authoritarian states is still tied to conditions, 
even if they are not explicitly articulated. The 

a struggle to control the “Red Sea arena”. Tur-
key’s military engagement should also be viewed 
against the growing importance of its arms 
industry, which is being expanded as part of an 
increasingly aggressive foreign policy. In 2020, 
Turkey signed important agreements with Nige-
ria to equip and train the military there.

It is difficult to unpick  
Ankara’s economic, political, 
humanitarian, and military 
objectives.

Turkey still plays a minor role in Africa com-
pared to China, and although it seems to be 
following China’s example in terms of making 
larger investments in African infrastructure 
projects, it does not shy away from positioning 
itself as a direct competitor. Turkey has pre-
vailed over its Chinese competitors with a num-
ber of contracts, including the construction of a 
railway line in Ethiopia, a conference centre in 
Rwanda, and the parliament building in Equato-
rial Guinea.

As with other external actors in Africa, it is 
difficult to unpick Ankara’s economic, politi-
cal, humanitarian, and military objectives. In 
its rhetoric, however, the Turkish government 
emphasises the charitable nature of its engage-
ment and its “brotherly” ties with African 
countries. It also likes to bring up historical 
references and push an anti-colonial narrative. 
Unlike the major Western donors, it stresses that 
Turkey has no “colonial baggage”.12

But while Erdoğan presents himself as the “true 
friend” of Africa, critics underscore how Turkey, 
too, is ultimately driven by its own interests.13 Its 
engagement in Africa must be understood in the 
context of the struggle for regional supremacy, 
and particularly with its adversaries in the Mid-
dle East. Regardless of how realistic Erdoğan’s 
fantasies of being a great power – the dream of 
a “new Ottoman Empire”14 – may be consider-
ing Turkey’s economic and political problems 
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own ideas of state and society and embed them 
in those countries. These include:

1.	 Discrediting the Western Political Conditional-
ities and Abandoning Democratic and Human 
Rights Standards

	 The availability of seemingly “uncondi-
tional” offers from authoritarian donors 
is probably the main factor impairing the 
West’s efforts to promote and uphold dem-
ocratic and human rights standards. African 
governments with dubious track records 
here are offered “convenient” alternatives 
for funding their vital development projects 
and thus compromising the potential of 
Western donors to leverage such funding.

2.	 The Deliberate Acceptance and Instrumentalisa-
tion of Opaque Procedures and Corrupt Practices

	 Not only do authoritarian donors waive polit-
ical conditionalities, but they also accept the 
absence of rule of law, lack of transparency, 
and corruption or deliberately use them for 
their own ends. For example, many of the 
unconditional loans undermine the Extrac-
tive Industries Transparency Initiative 
(EITI), which aims to combat patronage and 
corruption in the oil industry, for instance. 
Transparency, fair tendering, and bind-
ing rules fall by the wayside. Deals offered 
by China, Russia, and Turkey often delib-
erately exist in grey areas or are designed 
so opaquely that it is almost impossible 
for them to be monitored by the judiciary, 
the media, or civil society. There are also 
repeated accusations that they do not merely 
tolerate corrupt practices but actively exploit 
them to eliminate international competitors. 
Whether through active participation or 
passive tolerance, the practices undermine 
the efforts of other development partners to 
strengthen the rule of law, fight corruption, 
and build strong administrative procedures 
in the recipient countries.

geopolitical conflict is not only about markets 
and raw materials but also about values and the 
donors’ own concepts of state and society – and 
thus ultimately about systemic competition.

The development of democracy  
in Africa is mired by setbacks, 
despite occasional glimmers  
of hope.

So, is there a countermodel to the Western 
approach of democracy promotion in the con-
text of development cooperation? Do authori-
tarian donor countries have a common approach 
to promoting autocracy? It is not possible to 
discern a clear leitmotif, let alone a set of prin-
ciples, analogous to the Western model, which 
is based on clearly defined principles of democ-
racy, the rule of law, as well as universal human 
rights. In a 2017 study, researchers at GIGA in 
Hamburg concluded that “genuine promotion 
of autocracy in the sense of actively supporting 
and strengthening a ‘positive’ ideological pro-
ject – of any kind – is almost non-existent in the 
21st century”.15

Nevertheless, the commitment of these states 
should be viewed with concern by the defend-
ers of liberal democracy. A glance at current 
political developments worldwide reveals that 
this model is increasingly on the defensive. The 
development of democracy in Africa is also 
mired by setbacks, despite occasional glimmers 
of hope. Autocracies are becoming entrenched, 
hybrid regimes are sliding ever closer towards 
authoritarianism, and very few democracies can 
be described as consolidated. Against this back-
drop, the proposals of authoritarian donors can 
place a key role in setting the course for African 
countries.

Even without explicitly seeking to promote 
autocracy, the engagement of the three above-
mentioned actors reveals a range of activities 
that directly or indirectly undermine the efforts 
of Western partners or are intended to sell their 
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	 A key common feature between authoritar-
ian donors and many African partner coun-
tries is the lack of distinction between or 
fusion of state and ruling party. For some 
time now, China, in particular, has been 
focused on providing direct support for 
political parties in Africa. The networks 
range from old links to socialist parties 
to more recent, pragmatic links to ruling 
parties, irrespective of their ideological 
stance.16 Critics see the training offered by 
China to cadres and officials of African polit-
ical parties as another vehicle for ideologi-
cally entrenching the authoritarian Chinese 
model of society and development among 
Africa’s political elites.17

5.	 The Weakening of Democratic Processes through 
Disinformation and Manipulation

	 In the digital age, the instruments of author-
itarian regimes also include the targeted 
manipulation of public opinion through 
disinformation and direct attacks on the 
integrity of electoral processes using digital 
means. Accusations against Russia in this 
regard made headlines not only in Europe 
and the US, but also in Africa. There is evi-
dence of Russia’s deep involvement in train-
ing and equipping authoritarian states in 
digital election manipulation, the operation 
of bots and troll factories, and the targeted 
dissemination of fake news.18 China’s prop-
aganda machine also has enormous reach 
and a major impact on public opinion in 
Africa through both traditional and social 
media.19

	 A recent report by theKonrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung’s Media Programme Sub-Saharan 
Africa reveals the wide range of instruments 
employed by China, Russia, and Turkey. 
These include investment in African media 
houses, technical equipment, journalist 
training, and inserting their own formats 
and content in order to exert a huge influ-
ence on the African media landscape and 
disseminate their own narratives.20

3.	 The Export of Authoritarian Instruments

	 Autocracies learn lessons from each other. 
African autocracies and hybrid regimes can 
learn a great deal from China, Russia, and 
Turkey. They can tap into their wealth of 
experience in the repression of the media, 
civil society, and the opposition. Many African 
countries are experiencing a trend towards 
shrinking spaces for civil society, opposition 
movements, and freedom of expression. It 
is striking that instruments used in this pro-
cess – whether it be stricter laws, the abuse of 
executive power, or the instrumentalisation of 
the security apparatus – are often modelled on 
the examples of authoritarian donors. Recom-
mendations for action may be accompanied 
by the practical means to carry them out, such 
as equipment for security forces and the pro-
vision of surveillance technology so that gov-
ernments can spy on their own citizens. But 
it is also possible to discern a quasi-ideolog-
ical component when African governments 
point to the “success stories” of authoritar-
ian donors and deduce that the democratic 
standards demanded by Western donors are 
“unnecessary”.

Authoritarian donors and  
many African partner countries  
have in common the lack of 
distinction between state and 
ruling party.

4.	 Direct Influence on Policymakers

	 The toolkit also includes influencing policy- 
makers at the national and the local level out-
side formal negotiation channels. Decision- 
makers – from mayors to senior civil servants 
and ministers – are specifically targeted via 
training courses or delegations to foster per-
sonal ties and communicate the donors’ own 
values.
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crucial resources and of missing out on impor-
tant investment opportunities. The programmes 
and practices of authoritarian donors also 
undermine efforts to foster democratic progress 
in Africa, something that is seen as a key factor 

6.	 The Use of Soft Power to Communicate Values

	 As instruments of soft power, culture, lan-
guage, and education also help countries 
to gain influence and communicate their 
values. China, Russia, and Turkey are also 
progressively incorporating this aspect into 
their Africa strategies. The state-funded 
Confucius Institutes, with close ties to the 
Communist Party, promote Chinese lan-
guage and culture abroad. There were no 
Confucius Institutes in Africa until 2004, 
whereas now they number more than 50. 
Russia is also venturing into this area with its 
equivalent, the Russkiy Mir Foundation.

	 All three countries are also expanding their 
scholarship programme in Africa. China has 
become the largest provider of scholarships 
for African students and the number one 
destination for education and training. Rus-
sia tries to exploit its historical ties by reviv-
ing alumni associations and building on the 
loyalty of politicians and officials who stud-
ied there during the Soviet era.

	 In the case of Turkey, there is another key 
element of soft power: religion. Under 
Erdoğan, the country also consolidates its 
influence by investing millions in the con-
struction of mosques in the Sahel and from 
the Horn of Africa to South Africa. In Africa, 
religion is seen as an effective way of gaining 
influence, and mosques are particularly use-
ful for spreading one’s ideology.21

A Challenge for Western Democracies

The involvement of actors such as China, Rus-
sia, and Turkey poses a major challenge to 
Western donors. Increased competition makes 
it more difficult to gain access and influence. 
There is a risk of falling behind in the race for 

Religion as an element of Turkish soft power 
in Africa: Somali Koran students await  

President Erdoğan in Mogadishu.  
Source: © Feisal Omar, Reuters.
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Joe Biden – would be well advised to face this 
challenge head-on while questioning their own 
practices and strategies in the process. This is 
not a matter of watering down standards and 
expectations regarding aspects that can be 

for ensuring economic development and stabil-
ity on Europe’s neighbouring continent.

Germany and other European donors  – plus 
the US, with its new stance on Africa under 
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contributions of all the member states and the 
various joint instruments are added together, 
the EU provides more than half of all foreign 
investment in Africa (57 per cent in 2018, com-
pared to around ten per cent from China). The 
public – and particularly the African public – is 
largely unaware of this obvious discrepancy. In 
this respect, it is important to take stronger joint 
action, such as the “Team Europe” approach 
to providing special funding in the context of 
COVID-19.

The draft Joint Africa-EU Strategy presented by 
the EU Commission in early 2020 has a stronger 
focus on mutual interests and offers a range of 
approaches for providing a new, robust foun-
dation for relations with the neighbouring con-
tinent. Unfortunately, the EU’s much-heralded 
Africa Year in 2020 was overshadowed by the 
pandemic, and a planned EU-Africa summit 
did not take place. Europe must act quickly and 
make tangible progress in this respect, other-
wise, the major summits organised by China 
and Russia will once again take centre stage.

– translated from German –

Mathias Kamp is Policy Advisor for East Africa and 
Multilateral Issues in the Department for Sub-Saharan  
Africa at the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung.

lumped together under “good governance”. For 
Western donors, giving in to their authoritarian 
counterparts’ false narratives about paternal-
ism and relinquishing their own principles and 
conditionalities would set the wrong tone and 
be tantamount to abandoning their core val-
ues. Instead, they should be even more consist-
ent in setting these preconditions as a basis for 
strong cooperation with African countries. In 
the fight for democracy and human rights, we 
should not overlook the strongest ally: the Afri-
can people. Most people in Africa are unhappy 
with their political situation and long for more 
democracy. It is, therefore, vital that Western 
donors continue to actively promote democracy 
through actions such as strengthening a free and 
independent media and an active civil society – 
precisely in the knowledge that other actors are 
committed to doing the opposite.

It is important to take a resolute stance against 
the way Beijing, Moscow, and Ankara exert their 
power and present themselves as a “benevo-
lent friend”. If they are to have success with 
their African partners, Western donors need to 
find better ways of communicating the attrac-
tiveness of their programmes. Alongside offi-
cial development cooperation, this must also 
involve the private sector. German companies, 
in particular, are still strongly reluctant to invest 
in Africa. Greater commitment on their part 
would not only present economic benefits, but 
also strengthen Germany’s voice in the part-
ner countries. However, it is all too often the 
European protagonists themselves who do not 
succeed in exploiting the whole package that 
Europe can offer; hence they fail to convey how 
various sectors involved in the engagement are 
interlinked and to emphasise Europe’s overall 
weight. The EU’s engagement in Africa is sty-
mied by the problem of perception and visibility. 
While China et al. are pushing ahead with pres-
tigious infrastructure projects and, for example, 
have taken advantage of the COVID-19 pan-
demic both diplomatically and in the media 
to promote themselves as strong supporters, 
Europe’s far more comprehensive engagement 
tends to be obscured by convoluted procedures 
and complex constellations of actors. When the 
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Although diplomatically recognised by scarcely more than a 
dozen countries, Taiwan still pursues an active, values-based  
foreign and development policy. Taipei deliberately counters 
Beijing’s hard power with its “warm power”. Whether it is 
health, the economy or disaster management, creativity and 
innovation are the common threads that run through Taiwan’s 
approach to development cooperation.

Taiwan on the International Stage – Between 
Isolation and Healthy Pragmatism

Confronted by intensifying political, diploma
tic, and military pressure from its neighbouring 
giant, the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
Taiwan has little visibility as an international 
development actor in its own right. Under the 
One-China policy, any country maintaining 
diplomatic relations with the PRC cannot have 
official relations with the government in Tai-
pei. Beijing understands the One-China prin-
ciple to mean that Taiwan is an integral part of 
China, which in turn is represented solely by the 
People’s Republic.1 Beijing is doing its utmost 
to ensure the international community is fol-
lowing this interpretation. In turn, those states 
that maintain official relations with Taipei rec-
ognise Taiwan as the legitimate representative 
of China under the One-China policy, even if 
this interpretation is gradually evolving towards 
recognising Taiwan as a separate political entity, 
detached from the shackles of a Chinese unitary 
state.

Today, 15 countries maintain full diplomatic 
relations with the Republic of China – Taiwan’s 
official name. These encompass certain Carib-
bean islands, several countries in Central Amer-
ica and a few Pacific Island nations.2 Despite 
having so few diplomatic partners, Taiwan, 
with a population of 23.5 million, is commit-
ted to international engagement. It shares its 
ideas and innovations with the world and – par-
ticularly during the first year of the COVID-19 
pandemic – has emerged as a country that man-
aged the pandemic with huge success through 

technology and an effective containment policy 
based on trust.3 The fact that 170 countries and 
territories worldwide allow Taiwanese citizens 
visa-free or simplified entry also bears testimony 
to the fact that relations with Taiwan can be 
shaped beyond de jure recognition.

Since coming to power in 2016, President Tsai 
Ing-wen of the Democratic Progressive Party 
(DPP) changed the direction of Taiwan’s foreign 
policy by launching the New Southbound Policy 
(xīn nán xiàng zhèngcè), with a view to reducing 
the country’s economic dependence on main-
land China (the PRC, including Hong Kong, 
currently constitutes around 40 per cent of Tai-
wan’s foreign trade). The aim is also to improve 
relations with countries in South Asia, Southeast 
Asia, and Australasia. Another key component 
of this policy is to present Taiwan as a reliable 
partner in the Asia-Pacific region. This includes 
development cooperation with a plethora of 
small Pacific Island states, promoting a free and 
rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific and not 
least providing medical and technical support to 
many partners throughout the region.

In this way, Taiwan is breaking new ground that 
far exceeds the traditional understanding of 
development cooperation. For example, Taiwan 
is taking practical steps to strengthen the health 
sector in the countries of the region. It is also 
providing technology to improve disaster pre-
paredness in partner countries (including island 
states that are regularly exposed to typhoons 
and earthquakes) and is specifically focusing on 
helping partner countries develop sustainable 
policies on energy and resources. These are all 
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History of Taiwan’s Development 
Cooperation

Taiwan in the Post-War Period

It was after Japan’s surrender in World War II that 
Taiwan was formally assigned to the Republic  
of China (zhōnghuá mínguó) and became its head-
quarters and sole remaining bastion when Chiang 
Kai-shek and his troops fled mainland China for 
the island in 1949. It received official develop-
ment assistance for the first time at the end of the 

issues that lie at the heart of the UN’s Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs). Although it is 
not a member of the United Nations, Taiwan 
is keen to make an active contribution in this 
respect.

During the pandemic, the world 
was made aware of what an 
important partner Taiwan is.

The purpose of this article is to take a closer look 
at Taiwan’s role in development cooperation 
and to introduce its mechanisms, actors, and 
focal points. Not least, the article sheds light 
on those elements in Taiwan’s approach that 
provide important lessons for our discussions 
in Germany and Europe, particularly in view of 
many countries’ growing dependency on China.

Taiwan’s Foreign Policy – Restrained 
Pragmatism Combined with “Warmth”

Already in spring 2020, when the first wave of 
the COVID-19 pandemic had Europe firmly 
in its grip, Taiwan was preparing to send ship-
ments of masks around the world. Within a 
matter of weeks, Taiwan ramped up its mask 
production and was soon able to meet domes-
tic demand. After ensuring that its own people 
were well supplied with masks, Taiwan turned 
its gaze outwards with the message: “Taiwan 
can help”4. The country has long used this slo-
gan to highlight how it believes its future to be 
firmly embedded in the international commu-
nity. But now it supplemented this message with 
words that stressed Taiwan’s visible commit-
ment to other countries in their time of need: 

“Taiwan can help, and Taiwan is helping”5. Pres-
ident Tsai Ing-wen was re-elected in the presi-
dential and parliamentary elections of January 
2020, and her Democratic Progressive Party 
defended its majority in parliament. Upon the 
outbreak of COVID-19, she gained public trust 
with her clear strategy for managing the pan-
demic. Even more, the world was made aware of 
what an important partner Taiwan is.
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business sectors. The first project to improve agri-
cultural productivity was initiated in Vietnam 
back in 1959, followed by the first agricultural 
missions to Africa in 1960. Until 1971, Taiwan, 
the Republic of China, was a member of the 
United Nations. A vote in the General Assembly, 
however, led to the passing of Resolution 2758, 
which recognised the People’s Republic of China 
(established 1949) as China’s only legitimate rep-
resentative in the United Nations. This led to Tai-
wan losing both its seat at the UN and many of its 
diplomatic allies to Beijing.

Korean War in 1953 and enjoyed ongoing sup-
port from the US. The Kuomintang ruled Taiwan 
under martial law and received US loans to build 
and develop the country’s economy. In return, the 
government promised to build up reserves that 
it would later make available to other countries.6 
Structures established on the island during the 
Japanese colonial period had left behind an effi-
cient timber and agricultural sector – the launch-
pad for Taiwan’s subsequent rise to become a 

“tiger state” and for the desire of well-educated 
young people to gain a foothold in the burgeoning 

Essential support in the beginning of the pandemic: Within a matter of weeks, Taiwan ramped up its mask produc-
tion and sent shipments of masks around the world. Source: © Ann Wang, Reuters.
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projects while at the same time helping to raise 
Taiwan’s international profile and expand its 
external influence.

The involvement of civil society 
organisations has become a 
strategic focus of Taiwan’s  
development engagement.

In the 1990s, non-governmental organisations 
in Taiwan began to take a more international 
approach to their work. The impetus for this 
came from the Taiwanese government’s official 
development cooperation, which initially pro-
vided the orientation for NGO projects.8 Since 
the 2000s, the involvement of civil society 
organisations has become a strategic focus of 
Taiwan’s development engagement. For exam-
ple, in 2000, Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
set up the NGO Affairs Committee to promote 
the international activities of Taiwan’s NGOs.9 
This improved coordination between NGOs at 
home and helped establish a framework that 
removed obstacles to Taiwanese NGOs network-
ing with their international counterparts. This 
also enabled NGOs to gradually develop their 
own international engagement agenda, which 
is seen as complementary to government initia-
tives. In turn, this strengthens Taiwan’s interna-
tional profile, especially at the grassroots level, 
thus contributing towards “mutual dialogue, 
cooperation, and coalitions”10.

In 2009, Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
published its first white paper on foreign aid, 
which primarily emphasised Taiwan’s contribu-
tion to achieving the eight Millennium Devel-
opment Goals and targeted a more coherent, 
measurable approach to development coopera-
tion.11 Over the years, an increasing number of 
programmes have been set up to provide estab-
lished formats for dialogue and practical assis-
tance based on technical cooperation. Since 
2016, Taiwan’s development cooperation has 
been systematically embedded in its strategic 
orientation towards the countries of South Asia, 

Economic Engagement as an Initiator of  
Development Assistance

When the PRC initiated its reform and open-
ing-up policy in the late 1970s, most foreign 
direct investment in mainland China derived 
from overseas Chinese communities (huárén) in 
China’s immediate neighbourhood, particularly 
Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia. 
The economic boom that it unleashed attracted 
countless Taiwanese businessmen (táishāng) to 
the PRC. During its peak in the 2000s, up to 
one million Taiwanese are estimated to have 
been living permanently in mainland China. 
Initially, this was mainly because production 
was relocated from Taiwan to mainland China, 
but later they became drivers of innovation in 
the Yangtze Delta metropolitan regions around 
Shanghai and the provinces of Zhejiang and 
Jiangsu. They also kick-started industrialisation 
in Guangdong in the Pearl River Delta, thus sig-
nificantly contributing to the myth of China as 
the “workshop of the world”. Along with their 
economic engagement, many Taiwanese who 
had returned to work in their homeland or that 
of their ancestors also ramped up their charita-
ble commitment. They poured their own money 
into educational initiatives and promoted cul-
tural exchange across the Taiwan Strait.

Development Policy as the Coherent Face  
of Liberal Taiwan

In 1989, at a time of gradual political and eco-
nomic liberalisation (martial law was not 
suspended until 1987), Taiwan’s Ministry of Eco-
nomic Affairs set up a development fund whose 
primary aim was to provide loans and technical 
assistance to countries with which it had diplo-
matic ties.7 In 1996 – by which time Taiwan had 
already transformed itself into a full democracy, 
holding its first free presidential elections that 
year  – there was also a growing awareness of 
the need for a more effective external commu-
nication. The establishment of an aid organisa-
tion specialising in development assistance, the 
Taiwan International Cooperation and Devel-
opment Fund (ICDF), was intended to improve 
the coordination of all overseas development 



73New Approaches in Development Cooperation

The private sector and academic institutions also 
have a key role to play here. The government 
in Taipei has specifically placed promotion and 
exchange in the field of innovation at the heart 
of the New Southbound Policy. In this respect, 
solutions based on the Internet of Things – such 
as for health care, toll systems, or smart school 
campuses – can be key drivers for creating effi-
cient, networked services.14 Beyond purely 
bilateral cooperation mechanisms, the focus 
has been set on identifying synergies, primar-
ily through the involvement of Taiwanese busi-
nesses and civil society organisations, which also 
lend themselves to joint strategic initiatives with 
third country actors. Taiwan is aware of the lim-
its of purely state engagement due to the One-
China policy, and deliberately encourages expert 
dialogue in certain policy areas. The focus is on 
joint projects that seek solutions to existing prob-
lems in the countries involved and are designed 
to expand Taiwan’s foreign policy scope, for 
example, through technical cooperation.15

Priorities and Actors in Taiwan’s 
Development Cooperation

It is no coincidence that Taiwanese politicians 
deliberately refer to its “warm power”,16 which 
characterises the country and its relations with 
the rest of the world. More specifically, it is 

Southeast Asia, and Australasia. The framework 
of the New Southbound Policy has given rise to 
a holistic approach, which also includes funding 
outside of traditional development cooperation.

Development Cooperation in the Context  
of the New Southbound Policy

Despite its lack of diplomatic relations with the 
ASEAN countries and other neighbouring states, 
Taiwan has gradually strengthened ties with 
these countries over the years. This has included 
increased investment by Taiwanese businesses, 
which grew by 16 per cent in 2019 compared to 
the previous year.12 After the PRC, the countries 
of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) are 
cumulatively Taiwan’s second largest trading 
partner. What is more, Taiwan’s rise from an 
agricultural economy to one of the Asia-Pacific 
region’s key innovation hubs serves as a role 
model for other countries seeking to transform 
their economies. This particularly applies to 
those that are themselves growing and keen to 
make the leap to become innovative economies 
with high levels of employment and an equita-
ble distribution of wealth.13 This is why Taiwan 
has prioritised knowledge-sharing and training 
programmes (particularly for young people) in 
its cooperation with the countries of South and 
Southeast Asia.

Area Per cent of total ODA
Amount in  

millions of US dollars 

Social infrastructure and services 49.19 148.39

Economic infrastructure 16.42 49.54

Support for specific economic sectors  
(agriculture, fisheries, etc.) 12.73 38.39

Other, including humanitarian assistance  
and disaster recovery 19.50 58.81

Sustainable development 2.16 6.52

Total 100 301.65

Table 1: Distribution of Taiwanese ODA in 2018 

Source: MOFA 2018, n. 17. 
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the OECD DAC. Table 1 illustrates the distribu-
tion of Taiwanese ODA allocation in 2018.17

The focus here is on the development and sup-
port of social infrastructure and services. It is 
particularly aligned with the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals 1 (ending poverty), 6 (water 
and sanitation), 7 (access to reliable and sustain-
able energy) and 9 (sustainable and inclusive 
industrialisation and promoting innovation).18 
For the year 2018, total expenditure amounted 
to 302 million US dollars, representing 0.051 per 
cent of gross national income (GNI). The figures 
were slightly lower compared to the previous year 

based on a shared understanding with democ-
racies worldwide and intergovernmental rela-
tionships characterised by trust. It consciously 
creates the space for non-state actors to work 
alongside state actors in development coop-
eration. In this way, Taiwan seeks to pursue its 
foreign policy goals based on shared values and 
maximising its cultural soft power.

Since 2010, Taiwan has documented the annual 
priorities of government institutions involved 
in international development cooperation in an 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) over-
view. It is conducted based on criteria defined by 

Clearly positioned: The Taiwanese government deliberately supports calls for democracy and participation and 
promotes a regional order based on equality and freedom. Source: © Ann Wang, Reuters.
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instruments and information systems for seis-
mic early warning systems or the scientific eval-
uation of generated data.

It is precisely the social  
dimension of its development 
assistance that distinguishes 
Taiwan’s approach from that  
of China.

Civil Society Initiatives

The role of non-state actors such as foundations 
and classic NGOs in the field of environmental 
protection and social care in Taiwan’s develop-
ment assistance, which has expanded over the 
years, reflects the skill with which the country 
has filled niches left for small and internation-
ally marginalised countries to raise their inter-
national profile in different ways.23 Taiwan’s 
strategy was long one of diplomatic competition 
with China, also known as “chequebook diplo-
macy”. It focused on countries with whom it 
had diplomatic ties, such as in Latin America, 
but this has now given way to an approach that 
primarily addresses the core issues of interna-
tional development cooperation. In particular, 
anthroposophical foundations like the Taiwan 
Asia Exchange Foundation are essential bridges 
to academics and non-governmental actors 
abroad, while religious organisations such as 
the Tzu Chi Foundation are on hand to provide 
humanitarian aid in many of the world’s trouble 
spots. It is precisely this social dimension of its 
development assistance that distinguishes Tai-
wan’s approach from that of China and dovetails 
with the current priorities of international coop-
eration.24 Today, more than 40,000 NGOs are 
registered in Taiwan, more than 2,000 of which 
are affiliated with international NGOs.25

Frameworks for Generating Expertise and Skills

Taiwan joined forces with the US to set up the 
Global Cooperation and Training Framework 

(0.056 per cent) and, at first glance, fall far short 
of the UN’s target of 0.7 per cent of the GNI of 
donor countries. However, in addition to bilat-
eral projects and grants, Taiwan is also involved 
in regional and multilateral initiatives, including 
as one of 68 members of the Asian Development 
Bank (where it is referred to as “Taipei, China” 
due to its lack of recognition as a state actor), and 
it most recently contributed around 1.1 per cent of 
the organisation’s total budget.19

Example: Healthcare

Taiwan’s healthcare system is deemed to be one 
of the most modern and effective in the entire 
Indo-Pacific region. Accordingly, Taiwan’s New 
Southbound Policy makes health one of its five 
key areas.20 The risk of epidemics in the region 
(even long before COVID-19) means that best 
practices for delivering high-quality healthcare 
remain particularly important for many countries. 
Taiwanese hospitals are making their own con-
tribution to development assistance through the 
Taiwan Health Centers and Mobile Medical Mis-
sion projects. For example, the renowned Taiwan 
University Hospital has been training Vietnamese 
healthcare professionals since 2005, while the 
Mackay Memorial Hospital has been sending doc-
tors and hospital administrators to underserved 
communities in Southeast Asia for many years.21

Example: Sustainability and Disaster Management

Specialised agencies in Taiwan also have an 
important role to play in development cooper-
ation with partner countries. For example, the 
Enhancing Agricultural Adaptive Capacity to 
Climate Variability project aims to improve 
Caribbean nations’ capacity to respond and 
adapt to climate change by providing digital 
solutions that generate meteorological data 
for use in key areas of agricultural production. 
These have been developed based on the experi-
ence of the Council of Agriculture (COA) and the 
Central Weather Bureau (CWB) in Taiwan.22

CWB staff also support island states that 
are acutely threatened by climate change, 
whether through the installation of observation 
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to Chinese hard power in the region. Taiwan 
maintains close civil society ties in the region, 
focuses on its own experiences in specific areas 
and incorporates them as strategic themes in its 
development cooperation.

What Germany and Europe can learn from the 
example of Taiwan is the belief that develop-
ment cooperation should also provide partner 
countries with attractive programmes that pro-
vide practical solutions to existing problems. In 
the case of Taiwan, an island located in one of 
the most seismically active regions of the world, 
this particularly relates to its experience in dis-
aster management, healthcare (also in rural 
areas) and, as a pluralistic society with ethnic 
minorities, valuable experiences in setting up 
integration programmes. To summarise, Tai-
wan’s “warm power” derives from a consistent 
political culture that has become interwoven 
with the country’s view of itself; despite all cur-
rent and future issues that continue to challenge 
the political landscape in Taiwan. Taiwan’s mes-
sage to the world has perhaps never been con-
veyed more strongly and coherently than during 
the current pandemic: Offers of assistance to 
other countries must be coherent and benefit 
the recipient. And, above all, the people of these 
countries need to embrace this message.

– translated from German –

David Merkle is Desk Officer for China in the Asia 
and the Pacific Department at the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung.

(GCTF) in 2015, which aims to address common 
global challenges with a particular focus on pub-
lic sector experts and representatives across the 
Indo-Pacific.26 Events and training sessions are 
held in areas such as public health, law enforce-
ment, cybersecurity, media literacy, e-com-
merce, humanitarian aid, and disaster relief. 
These are all areas where Taiwan can make a 
vital contribution by sharing its knowledge and 
expertise. 32 training courses and workshops 
have been held as part of this framework.27 
Japan is an official partner of the framework and 
countries such as Sweden and the Netherlands 
are involved in joint projects.

Can Taiwan’s Approach Serve as an Example  
for Germany and Europe?

Taiwan’s approach shows how closely a values-
based foreign policy can be reconciled with a 
clearly formulated interest in gaining greater 
visibility and international leeway. Especially 
in recent years, closer cooperation with like-
minded partners has become an important fea-
ture in international relations. This also needs to 
go hand in hand with a consistent and effective 
public image. Taiwan’s engagement in the world 
is based on public consensus and a political cul-
ture that deliberately aims to achieve practical 
value for the actors in the target countries, in 
line with social, economic, and democratic-
pluralistic ideas.

Faced with a massive increase in pressure from 
Beijing over recent years, including a growing 
military threat, social media disinformation 
campaigns, and attempts to win over Taiwan’s 
business elite, the Taiwanese government has 
made a clear strategic shift by identifying the 
countries in the Asia-Pacific region as key eco-
nomic partners. This also provides an alterna-
tive to the growing dependence on China. In this 
way, the Taiwanese government deliberately 
supports calls for democracy and participation 
and promotes a regional order based on equality 
and freedom. It is also not afraid to clearly state 
its position, as demonstrated recently in Thai-
land, Myanmar, and Hong Kong. Taiwan’s New 
Southbound Policy is a values-based response 
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It is many years since the Gulf states were the “newcomers”  
to development policy. However, their motives and approach 
to development assistance differ from those of their Western 
counterparts. Despite this, there are areas of common interest 
that make it possible to collaborate with the “giants” of the Gulf.

In terms of development assistance, the Gulf 
states are often called the “silent giants”.1 This 
description highlights how they have been qui-
etly, but very actively, going about their busi-
ness as aid donors. In a 2017 conversation with 
analyst and author Peter Salisbury, an unnamed 
development policy actor said: “In the Middle 
East, Africa, and in Islamic countries in Asia, the 
Gulfies have been there as long as they have had 
oil money. […] The more recent phenomenon 
has been that they have been entering the same 
space [as the OECD countries], and they are 
often not as experienced or sophisticated in that 
space, so they are seen as these newcomers.”2

These “newcomers” from the Gulf  – mainly 
Qatar, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) – have had numerous bilat-
eral and multilateral organisations dedicated 
to development assistance since the 1970s and 
spend huge sums in this area compared to other 
countries. It is true that there are still some 
yawning data gaps with regard to the develop-
ment assistance provided by the Gulf states.3 
Nevertheless, a 2020 report from the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) provides some interesting clues 
to the amounts spent by Gulf donors.4 Accord-
ing to the report, in 2017, the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia were among the world’s most significant 
bilateral providers of development assistance 
(in 7th and 8th place). Qatar and Kuwait are also 
classified as “significant” donors by the OECD 
(ranked 20th and 22nd, respectively). With 
regard to the target of spending 0.7 per cent of 
gross national income on development assis-
tance (Official Development Assistance ratio, 
ODA ratio), the UAE has been above 1 per cent 
since 2013 and, in 2017, had the highest ODA 
ratio in the world. Kuwait ranks 9th, Qatar 11th, 

and Saudi Arabia 20th in the corresponding 
OECD survey. According to the United Nations 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA), Saudi Arabia was the fourth 
largest humanitarian aid donor in 2018, and 
the ninth largest in 2020; the UAE was the 
third largest humanitarian aid donor relative to 
its gross national income in 2016. In 2013, the 
UAE became the world’s largest humanitarian 
aid donor after providing 5.89 billion US dollars, 
according to the International Federation of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies.5 So it seems 
legitimate to describe them as “giants”. But it 
can no longer be said that they are “silently” 
going about their business. In terms of develop-
ment assistance, they are particularly active in 
education and training; support and empower
ment of women, children, and young people; as 
well as health, electricity, drinking water, and 
sanitation, for example, through the provision of 
microcredits and budgetary support.

Policy Interdependence in Development 
Assistance – Zakat, Security, Stability, 
and Economic Prosperity

The image of today’s Gulf monarchies is one of 
glittering skyscrapers, air-conditioned shopping 
malls, globe-spanning airlines, a Mars mission, 
and rentier systems that provide citizens with 
their basic needs for a good quality of life – so it 
is hardly surprising that they are also in a posi-
tion to spend huge sums on development assis-
tance. It is easy to forget that, in the experiences 
of the stakeholders and of Gulf citizens, their 
own countries were still “underdeveloped” in 
the 1970s. In 1979, in a special issue on “Arab 
aid” of Saudi Aramco World, the company mag-
azine of oil company Saudi Aramco, a represent-
ative of the Abu Dhabi Fund is quoted as saying: 
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aid to its allies in the region (mainly Jordan, 
Morocco, North Yemen, Iraq, and Syria). Finally, 
reference should be made to the assistance pro-
vided by the Gulf states to Iraq after the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran in 1979 to build Iraq up as a 
bulwark against Iranian influence.8 It is against 
this backdrop that Saudi Arabia’s so-called 
export of Wahhabism, a very conservative form 
of Islam, has occurred. For many years, this was 
one of the motivations behind the country’s 
development policy: spreading this understand-
ing of Islam through development assistance, 
religious education at home and abroad, and 
financial support for corresponding religious 
schools and mosques. However, this changed 
since the 9/11 attacks (15 of the 19 attackers were 
Saudi citizens) and the subsequent criticism of 
the Kingdom’s religious policy, as well as even-
tually due to Saudi Arabia’s new stance under 
King Salman and Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman. The clergy and religious police have had 
their wings clipped, and new, stricter rules have 
been put in place governing religious organisa-
tions, their activities, and financial flows. This is 
in line with Mohammed bin Salman’s policy of a 

“return to moderate Islam”.9

The regional focus persists and reveals a second 
motive behind the development policies of the 
Gulf states: stabilising their neighbourhood and 
consolidating their own systems of government. 
For example, after the “Arab Spring”, financial 
support in the sense of the rentier model10 was 
initially expanded at home, but large amounts of 
financial aid also flowed to countries like Bahrain, 
Jordan, Morocco, and Oman – and later also to 
Egypt.11 The aims were: to stabilise other mon-
archies of the region and the neighbourhood as 
a whole, including Egypt; secure the status quo; 
empower countries that could be considered as 
security partners; and contain Iran’s regional 
influence. These interests also prompted Saudi 
Arabia to adopt a policy of military intervention 
while, at the same time, pouring humanitarian 
aid into Yemen. Development, stabilisation, and 
security policies are thus intertwined. These 
policy overlaps are reflected in data published 
by the OECD. Between 2013 and 2017, Gulf 
donors spent 68 per cent of their financial aid 

“You have to have been here 10 years ago to 
know how we feel. […] Then, we did not have 
any streets, any schools, any kind of infrastruc-
ture at all. People walked around barefooted. 
Life was very poor. All this is still very fresh in 
our minds, so we feel it is our duty to help other 
people now that we are in a position to do so.”6 
This awareness of their own past, combined 
with the religiously motivated emphasis on 
charity, mercy, and generosity (the obligation 
for Muslims to donate 2.5 per cent of their per-
sonal wealth to the poor, known as zakat), has 
also created a culture of helping others in the 
Gulf: “A desire to help the less fortunate and be 
generous with wealth is […] embedded in the 
cultural consciousness of the region. Shared 
religious and cultural affinity may partially 
explain the observation that Gulf aid tends to 
be concentrated in the immediate region, with 
a demonstrable preference of Arab and Muslim 
countries.”7

The development policy of  
the Gulf states has a particular 
focus on the neighbouring  
region, Arab and Muslim states.

The Gulf states target their development assis-
tance at different recipients, also depending on 
political motives. For example, Qatar’s strat-
egy in Egypt is different to that of Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE, and Saudi Arabia has a more pro-
nounced interest in Yemen, which is reflected 
in the fact that the majority of Saudi funding is 
allocated to the country. Overall, however, the 
Gulf states prefer to focus their aid on Arab and 
Muslim countries. This has always been the case 
with Gulf donors. For example, they have been 
sending aid to the Palestinian territories since 
the 1960s. Between 1975 and 1990, aid flowed 
to Lebanon in an effort to stabilise the civil war-
torn country. In the 1970s and early 1980s, Saudi 
Arabia was particularly keen to bolster other 
monarchies in the face of Arab nationalism and 
Soviet influence. In the 1980s, Saudi Arabia was 
the world’s largest per capita donor, directing 
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Although the Gulf states (especially Qatar) have 
worked hard over recent years to build up their 
own domestic food infrastructures, they are 
still highly dependent on imports.13 This is why 
they are supporting and investing in the agricul-
tural economies of other countries (especially 
in Africa),14 as well as in the transport, infra-
structure, and logistics sectors,15 in order to help 
secure their own food supplies – a need that was 
once again underlined by the temporary disrup-
tion of supply chains caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The above-mentioned regional pri-
orities and areas of investment also point to the 
geopolitical interests that are being pursued in 
competition with each other, and with other 

on development activities in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA). Egypt, Yemen, and 
Morocco were the main beneficiaries, receiving 
60.3 per cent of that total.

However, funding earmarked for MENA coun-
tries fell by 11.2 per cent between 2013 and 2017, 
while funding for Sub-Saharan Africa increased 
by 46.6 per cent over the same period.12 Here, 
the main recipients are countries in the Horn of 
Africa, the Sahel, and West Africa, and a glance 
at the focus of this aid reveals three more driv-
ers of the Gulf states’ development policy: food 
security, economic prosperity, and geopolitical 
co-determination.

New Great Game in the Horn of Africa: Development aid and security interests of Gulf states are sometimes 
intertwined. Source: © Feisal Omar, Reuters.
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more responsibility internationally, to be seen as 
trusted partners, and to play their part in shaping 
international politics.17

Pragmatic Donors

The Gulf states’ aid engagement is carried out 
by bilateral and multilateral organisations that 
have joined forces in the Coordination Group of 
Arab National and Regional Development Insti-
tutions,18 founded in 1975, as well as by other 
organisations in the various Gulf states.19 The 
financing instruments used are loans, grants, 
budget support, debt relief, and (religiously 
motivated) donations. Additionally, there are 
in-kind supply deliveries in the form of oil and 
gas, some of which are subsidised, as well as 
investments in construction and real estate. 
Contributions to international organisations are 
lower by comparison, but the Gulf states support 
specific programmes that they deem important 
(such as the United Nations Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Middle 
East and humanitarian aid for Syrian refugees); 
development assistance from the Gulf remains, 
however, predominantly bilateral.20

This bilateral development assistance is par-
ticularly pragmatic in the way that it is tailored 
to the recipient countries. The Gulf states are 
more likely to respond to requests than to imple-
ment pre-formulated aid packages or strategies 
that they have developed themselves. Moreover, 
they rely on consultants, expertise, and govern-
ment representatives in the recipient countries 
themselves.21 Conditionality – in the sense that 
financial assistance is tied to reforms in the areas 
of finance, the economy, or governance – is not 
only impossible to discern, but actively rejected. 
Development actors in the Gulf states are scep-
tical or even opposed to providing development 
assistance within the framework of international 
institutions or multilaterally if it entails political 
conditions. They have always argued in favour 
of non-interference and state sovereignty. Aid – 
said the former chairman of the Arab Fund in 
2003, with regard to the Coordination Group – 
must be given free of political or economic 
conditions.22

countries. As a result, a new “great game” is 
developing in the Horn of Africa. Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE, Qatar, and Turkey are expanding their 
presence in Africa, as indeed are Russia, China, 
and the United States. The Gulf states are pur-
suing several interests in this respect: food secu-
rity, access to Africa, securing sea routes and 
their western borders.

The Gulf states are demon­
strating their willingness to 
assume more international 
responsibility and play their 
part in shaping international 
politics.

The Gulf states are also pursuing a strategy 
of exporting elements of their own economic 
reform models. They are seeking to generate 
economic benefits from their activities in the 
recipient countries and to support their strate-
gies of economic diversification. For example, 
the UAE has made direct investments in real 
estate and industry in Egypt. This is in line with 
its own economic and development model at 
home, which focuses primarily on infrastructure 
and real estate projects. It has forged develop-
ment partnerships to open up markets, secure 
follow-up orders, build its own attractiveness 
as a location, and create (economic) networks 
between donor and recipient countries. In this 
way, development and economic policy have 
become intertwined.16

Since decisions on the volume, type, and recip-
ient countries of development aid are made 
by the royal houses, this aid becomes highly 
personalised. This suggests that prestige-seek-
ing and nation-branding are also motives for 
development assistance. Today, the Gulf states 
are more inclined to publicise their aid efforts 
than in the past, either through appropriate 
cross-media communications or by hosting 
development forums and major conferences. 
This also demonstrates a willingness to assume 
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the pressure on budgets is growing.24 Moreover, 
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic marked 
the beginning of a multifaceted crisis for the Gulf 
states: oil revenues continued to decline, inter-
national transport of goods slowed down, and 
tourism as well as air traffic collapsed. These are 
the sectors on which the Gulf states are pinning 
their hopes as they prepare for a post-oil era. In 
response to the pandemic, governments have 
increased public sector pay, lowered key interest 
rates, postponed loan repayments, and launched 
support programmes for the private sector. 
Budget deficits are rising and fiscal reserves 
declining. A drop in gross domestic product is 
predicted for all the Gulf states. These problems 
have not been resolved in early 2021. They add to 
the pressure that the Gulf states were under even 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, meaning their 
economic outlook is, at the very least, uncertain. 
The fact that the Gulf states have traditionally 
been rentier states makes it reasonable to assume 
that they will cut back on overseas aid in order 
to expand their domestic programmes. This 
assumption is supported by the observation that 
the Gulf states have provided material and finan-
cial emergency aid to many countries in response 
to the pandemic (particularly Morocco, Egypt, 
Tunisia, Iran, Jordan, and Yemen), but have also 
shifted some of their development funding to 
focus on their domestic needs.25

The volatility is not only caused by economic 
factors. Politics also plays a role – for example, 
providing political and financial support to the 
Palestinian territories has been part of the Gulf 
states’ reason of state for decades. But even 
here, cracks seem to be appearing. The core of 
the 2002 Arab Peace Initiative – normalisation 
of relations with Israel in return for a peace 
agreement that is acceptable to the Palestinians – 
is no longer applicable to the UAE and Bahrain. 
They are both normalising their relations with 
Israel, showing that cooperation with Israel now 
outweighs the Palestinian cause. The perfor-
mance of the Palestinian Authority has attracted 
criticism in all the Gulf states, and it is possible 
that they will either use development assistance 
as a means of exerting pressure for reform, or 
will impose further cuts.26

Giants under Pressure

It remains to be seen whether the Gulf states 
will be able to maintain their relatively strong 
commitment to development assistance. In the 
past, aid spending by the Gulf giants has gener-
ally mirrored changes in oil prices, the economic 
situation, or political priorities. In the 1970s, for 
example, oil prices rose at such a rate that the 
countries represented in the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) were 
able to spend an average of 12.48 per cent of 
gross national product on development assis-
tance. In the 1980s and 1990s, Gulf donors 
were more cautious because oil revenues were 
declining and, in the wake of the Iraqi invasion of 
Kuwait, the Gulf states’ political priorities shifted 
towards their own security. During the oil boom 
of 2003 to 2008, they built up financial reserves 
of up to 514 billion US dollars, but development 
assistance was increased only moderately and 
tended to remain at the level of the late 1980s. 
This is also explained by the consequences of the 
9/11 attacks, when financial contributions by the 
Gulf states to countries such as Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, as well as the activities of Islamic char-
ities, were viewed particularly critically. During 
the oil price boom of 2010 to 2014, national 
budgets generated huge surpluses, which opened 
up more funds for development assistance.23

A number of developments 
suggests that the Gulf states 
may scale back their develop­
ment activities in future.

This brief history of the Gulf states’ develop-
ment assistance shows that it can be very vola-
tile – depending on the economic situation and 
current political priorities. A number of develop
ments suggests that the Gulf states may scale 
back their development activities in the future. 
Oil prices have been low since 2014 (partly due 
to the shale gas revolution, a general shift away 
from fossil fuels, and weaker global growth). As a 
result, government revenues have declined, and 
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their commitment to the OECD by submitting 
data and statistics to help map the global devel-
opment picture. The DAC also urges them to 
improve the accuracy, timeliness, and transpar-
ency of the data. Secondly, it promotes regular 
policy exchange and collaboration (through the 
Arab-DAC Dialogue on Development and joint 
Arab-DAC Task Forces on specific topics, such 

The Potential for Collaboration

Since the 1970s, there have been various modes 
of cooperation between the Gulf states and the 
OECD Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC). So far, according to the OECD, this col-
laboration has three main dimensions: firstly, 
the DAC encourages Gulf countries to show 

New priorities: The rapprochement of some Gulf states with Israel could also have consequences with regard to 
development aid for the Palestinian territories. Source: © Ronen Zvulun, Reuters.
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Development Institutions meet regularly for 
the Arab-DAC Dialogue on Development, most 
recently in February 2021. According to the 
OECD: “All in all, the collaboration provided 
a better understanding of Arab development 
co-operation activities to DAC members and 
globally. […] By engaging in policy dialogue with 
the DAC and its members, Arab countries and 
institutions benefit from the sharing of knowl-
edge, experiences and good practices on a range 
of development co-operation themes.”27 Since 
2014, Gulf organisations have also been involved 
in “triangular cooperation” projects28 in devel-
opment cooperation and have committed to 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
Assuming greater responsibility internationally, 
participating in the international dialogue on 
development policy, increasing transparency 
by publishing data on development assistance – 
these are all areas where the Gulf states have 
made great strides in the direction of the OECD 
countries.

Dwindling financial resources 
could lead the Gulf states to 
seek ways of increasing regional  
and international synergies.

Nevertheless, the bilateral approach continues 
to prevail. The basic principle of non-condition-
ality is not questioned. The Gulf states are com-
mitted to ensuring the autonomy of their own 
development policies while prioritising stability, 
security, and the success of their own reform 
policies over development policy.

However, the aforementioned imperatives of 
the Gulf states’ development policies, coupled 
with dwindling financial resources, could lead 
them to seek ways of improving regional as well 
as international coordination and synergies. 
The decline in financial resources available for 
foreign aid could also make them adjust their 
priorities: less large-scale investment in infra-
structure and logistics, and more development 
aid for small and medium-sized businesses, male 

as education, energy, and water). Thirdly, as 
DAC-participants, the UAE, Qatar, Saudi Ara-
bia, and Kuwait can attend all DAC meetings 
and participate in DAC Communities of Practice 
discussions on issues such as statistics, evalu-
ation, the environment, conflict, fragile states, 
and gender equality. The DAC and the Coor-
dination Group of Arab National and Regional 
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1	 In this article, the term “development assistance” 
is used because the idea of a basic partnership 
between donor and recipient that underpins the 
German understanding of the term “development 
cooperation” is less pronounced in the Gulf. It 
is also difficult to pigeonhole the development 
assistance provided by the Gulf states within the 
simple, clearly defined categories of development 
policy. The tools and financial instruments that 
they use are too diverse, and the same applies to 
their underlying motives and intentions. See e. g. 
Young, Karen E. 2020: Gulf Financial Aid and Direct 
Investment, American Enterprise Institute, Aug 2020,  
in: https://bit.ly/3dUB34U [14 Apr 2021], here p. 3: 

“Distinctions between what kind of financial flows 
exist, where they originate, and if they are private 
or government funds are often muddied, difficult to 
distinguish, or unreported altogether.”

2	 Salisbury, Peter 2018: Aiding and Abetting? The GCC 
States, Foreign Assistance, and shifting Approaches 
to Stability, Sep 2018, p. 6, in: https://bit.ly/3dh0O0v 
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on development assistance in 2013, followed by 
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publishes data, such as via the Saudi Aid Platform 
website, which has been up and running since 2018. 
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in any public statistics.

4	 The following data, compiled by the OECD, covers 
the Gulf states of Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, UAE, 
Qatar, Bahrain, and Oman, the regional donor 
institutions Arab Bank for Economic Development 
in Africa, Arab Fund for Economic and Social 
Development, Islamic Development Bank, OPEC 
Fund for International Development, Arab Bank 
for Economic Development in Africa, Arab Gulf 
Programme for Development, Arab Monetary Fund, 
as well as data for Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, 
Tunisia, the West Bank, and Gaza Strip. For more 
on the methodological difficulties of data collection 
and the data itself see: OECD Development Co-Ope
ration Directorate (OECD DCD) 2020: How Arab 
countries and institutions finance development, in: 
https://bit.ly/32gZoN7 [14 Apr 2021].
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and female entrepreneurs, start-ups, education, 
training, capacity building for young people and 
women in particular, and gender equality. These 
areas are also at the heart of the Gulf states’ own 
visions and reform programmes. These seem to 
be aimed at greater diversification based on their 
own experience and economic networks, and at 
mitigating the risk to regional stability engen-
dered by unemployment and social discontent. 
These are also the areas that are likely to be con-
gruent with other countries’ interests, such as 
those of German development policy. Energy and 
the environment are other potential areas where 
the DAC and Gulf states could work together. In 
recent years, the Gulf states have built capacity in 
preparation for a post-oil era. For example, they 
have ramped up research into alternative ener-
gies and energy efficiency while promoting cor-
responding programmes and initiatives at home 
and abroad. Triangular cooperation would be an 
appropriate instrument in these areas, for exam-
ple, with a German development organisation 
and a Gulf organisation. This would also allow 
the development policy coordinated by the DAC 
to benefit from the expertise that the Gulf states 
have built up in their key sectors, and from the 
trust they enjoy as Arab donors in the Arab and 
Muslim region.

Areas of common interest exist in these sec-
tors, and some joint projects are already under-
way. Germany is a key player when it comes to 
collaboration with Gulf states on development, 
for example through the GIZ programme Coop-
eration with Arab Donors (CAD), along with 
partnership agreements and co-financing.29 
This shows that – despite all the differences in 
motives and approaches – it is possible to work 
together in a spirit of partnership. The com-
bination of dwindling financial resources and 
increasing global challenges makes this collabo
ration essential.

– translated from German –
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2021 marks the fifth anniversary of the historic peace agreement 
between the Colombian government and the guerrilla organisation  
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). The 
international headlines focus on the delays and setbacks  
obstructing the path to a stable, lasting peace. However, despite 
the widespread scepticism fuelled by these ongoing difficulties, 
positive steps are being taken to increasingly consolidate the 
peace process and make it irreversible. Colombia deserves the 
solidarity and support of its international partners as it continues  
this journey.

The Long Road to a Peace Deal

By signing the peace agreement on 24 Novem-
ber 2016 at the Colombus Theater in Bogotá, 
the Colombian government and the FARC offi-
cially declared an end to an armed conflict that 
had led to almost one million deaths and more 
than seven million displaced people over five 
decades. Key points underpinning the compre-
hensive deal were land reform, political partici-
pation for the former guerrillas, a ceasefire and 
disarmament on the part of the FARC, reducing 
drug production and trafficking, compensation 
for victims, transitional justice, addressing 
the past, and remembrance. In October 2016, 
however, Colombia’s then president and subse-
quent Nobel Peace Prize laureate Juan Manuel 
Santos held a referendum on ratifying the final 
agreement. Surprisingly, it resulted in a narrow 
victory for its opponents. Supporters of popular 
ex-President Álvaro Uribe (2002 to 2010), who 
had massively weakened the FARC with his pol-
icy of “democratic security”, were particularly 
critical of the agreement. They argued that the 
concessions made to the guerrilla leaders were 
too far-reaching and demanded that they be 
held legally accountable for their crimes. With 
a turnout of just 37 per cent, the opponents 
of the peace agreement won a very narrow 
majority over those in favour (50.21 per cent 
to 49.79 per cent). This result highlighted both: 
the Colombian people’s indifference towards a 
key decision on the future of their country and 
the extreme polarisation and social division 

existing between opponents and supporters of 
the peace agreement.

Following renegotiations and adjustments, par-
ticularly on rural development, compensation 
for victims, political participation of the FARC, 
and the reintegration of former guerrilla fight-
ers, the agreement was not put to another ref-
erendum but was simply ratified by Congress. 
This undermined the legitimacy of the peace 
agreement from the start and is denounced by 
its opponents to this day. Although recent polls 
reflect how most of the public is in favour of 
implementing the agreement, the peace process 
remains the subject of fierce controversy and 
polarises Colombian politics and society in the 
run-up to the parliamentary and presidential 
elections in 2022.

Violence against the Civilian Population

One of the greatest challenges for the peace pro-
cess is ongoing violence in many regions across 
the country. The Colombian government is only 
slowly managing to fill the power vacuum left by 
the FARC and guarantee public security. Particu-
larly in peripheral areas beyond urban centres, 
criminal groups old and new are engaged in a 
bitter struggle for control of territory, drug smug-
gling routes, and illegal economies. The with-
drawal of the largest guerrilla movement, which 
controlled huge swathes of the country, led to 
a fragmented conflict and large numbers of 
civilian casualties. In particular, the Ejército de 
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However, all the statistics reveal a similar trend. 
After a sharp decline in violence over the preced-
ing years, there has been a dramatic increase in 
assassinations of líderes sociales since 2018. In its 
report for the first quarter of 2021, the United 
Nations Peace Agreement Verification Mis-
sion in Colombia recorded over 400 murders 
since the peace agreement was signed.3 The 
Colombian non-governmental organisation 
Instituto de Estudios para el Desarrollo y la Paz 
(INDEPAZ) claims there were more than 1,000 
murder victims during this same period.4 Most 
of the murders follow a similar pattern. Accord-
ing to the UN, 77 per cent of murders in 2020 
occurred in rural areas. 96 per cent of murders 
were recorded in communities with illegal econ-
omies, particularly drug production and ille-
gal mining. 45 per cent of murders occurred in 
the special development regions agreed in the 
peace deal. Geographically, the worst-affected 
regions are Chocó, Valle del Cauca and Cauca on 
the Pacific coast, Putumayo on the border with 
Ecuador and Norte de Santander on the border 
with Venezuela. The high incidence of murder 
and violence is thus geographically confined to 
peripheral regions strongly characterised by pov-
erty, informality, illegal economies, and a lack of 
state presence. These regions are of particular 
importance when it comes to building a sustain-
able peace process.

In addition to the assassinations of the líderes 
sociales, the safety of former FARC fighters is 
also a major concern. Since the signing of the 
final agreement, the UN Mission for the Veri-
fication of the Peace Process has recorded the 
murder of 262 former guerrillas, 59 attempted 
murders and 21 former combatants who are 
missing.5 These are often caused by conflicts of 
interest between former FARC fighters and dis-
sidents or attempts by criminal gangs to recruit 
the former combatants. The precarious imple-
mentation of the security guarantees under 
the peace agreement constitutes a particularly 
sensitive issue. This is because lack of personal 
security threatens the economic and social inte-
gration of former combatants. Despite their best 
efforts, the security agency responsible for pro-
tecting them has insufficient capacity to protect 

Liberación Nacional (ELN) movement exploited 
the peace agreement to expand its own influ-
ence. Then there are the splinter groups of the 
former FARC that either refused to join or aban-
doned the peace process. The most prominent 
example is known by the alias “Iván Márquez”. 
As the former number two in the FARC’s high 
command, he was a signatory to the peace agree-
ment. Márquez was in fact supposed to take 
one of the seats in the Senate designated for the 
FARC’s political successor organisation, but he 
went into hiding in 2019 and has since formed a 
group of former FARC guerrillas under the name 
Segunda Marquetalia. Apart from the ELN and 
the dissident groups of the former FARC, there 
are at least a dozen other armed groups, but 
unlike the first two, they do not generally have a 
nationwide presence.1

262 former guerrillas have 
been murdered since the final 
peace agreement was signed.

In the regions, the situation is extremely com-
plex. Tactical and temporary alliances alter-
nate with bloody turf wars. The state does not 
have the capacity to maintain a permanent 
presence in every region of the country, so the 
military and police usually conduct targeted 
operations to remove the leaders of the crim-
inal groups. However, this often simply esca-
lates the violence by triggering competition 
among would-be successors, or successors turn 
to violent acts in an attempt to consolidate their 
power. It is civilians who bear the brunt of this 
violence, along with the representatives of local 
people who dare to speak up and oppose the 
armed groups’ illegal activities. Human rights 
defenders, environmentalists, journalists, and 
representatives of ethnic groups are particu-
larly often victims of assassination attempts. In 
Colombia, these people are called líderes sociales 
(social leaders). However, this generic term is 
not clearly defined, leading to deviations in the 
murder statistics provided by government insti-
tutions and civil society organisations.2
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acts of violence, up 42 per cent on the previous 
year (114), and the highest number since 2011 
(171). There is a myriad of reasons for this. The 
murders are often linked to drug trafficking, ille-
gal economies, and attempted forced recruit-
ment, or are intended to serve as a deterrent to 
consolidate control over a territory. Until the 
beginning of April 2021, INDEPAZ has already 
recorded 43 assassinations of líderes sociales and 
human rights defenders, 14 of former FARC 
fighters and 26 massacres.6

These overwhelming figures need to be viewed 
in the context of decades of violence and conflict. 

everyone who is at risk. According to the UN, 
there are currently more than 1,000 outstand-
ing applications for personal protection.

The critical security situation in parts of Colom-
bia is also reflected in the increasing number 
of “massacres” – a highly controversial term in 
Colombia since it has no legal definition. Gov-
ernment institutions avoid the term and speak 
of “collective murder”, whereas the non-gov-
ernmental organisation INDEPAZ defines mas-
sacre as the simultaneous murder of more than 
three unarmed persons. In the pandemic year of 
2020, the national police recorded 162 of these 

Historic moment: The former Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos and FARC leader Rodrigo Londoño sign 
the peace treaty in Bogotá in November 2016. Source: © Jaime Saldarriaga, Reuters.
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guaranteeing public security and enforcing the 
state’s legitimate monopoly on the use of force in 
peripheral, rural areas. There can be no basis for 
a stable and lasting peace unless violence comes 
to an end in these regions.

Rural Development and Social Reintegration

Security and development are mutually depend-
ent, so security is a prerequisite for sustainable 
development. Conversely, social and economic 
development also leads to greater stability 
and security. Therefore, the peace agreement 
defined 16 regions comprising 170 municipal-
ities as PDETs. These territories, which are 
especially marked by violence, poverty, ille-
gal economies, and a lack of state presence, 

For example, the peace agreement led to a dras-
tic reduction in the high numbers of dead and 
injured in fighting between the FARC and the 
Colombian security forces. Military hospitals 
are now comparatively empty as a result. The 
Colombian government also points out that 
murder rates have been falling for years. For 
example, last year the authorities registered the 
lowest murder rate in 46 years, at 23.8 murders 
per 100,000 inhabitants. However, this is not 
distributed equally across the country. In the 
170 municipalities in the special development 
regions, known as PDETs (Programas de Desar-
rollo con Enfoque Territorial), the rate is over 
50, while it is 18 murders per 100,000 inhabit-
ants in the rest of the country. Thus, one of the 
key challenges of the peace process remains 

Demobilised FARC fighter in the department of Caquetá: That most demobilised combatants have managed 
to return to a civilian life is one of the most successful chapters of the peace agreement. Source: © Luis Jaime 
Acosta, Reuters.
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Land is a key issue for sustainable rural devel-
opment and a stable peace. The extremely une-
qual distribution of land and social injustice 
emanating from this, was one of the main rea-
sons for the emergence of the FARC and other 
guerrilla groups as early as the 1960s. The con-
flict forced tens of thousands of small farmers 
off their land and land ownership became even 
more concentrated in the hands of a few large 
landowners. Studies show that one per cent of 
the population currently controls 81 per cent 
of agricultural land. The peace deal stipulated 
that the Colombian government should set 
up a fund to distribute three million hectares 
of arable land to displaced people, victims of 
the conflict, and landless small farmers. The 
fund currently holds 1.2 million hectares, with 
around 100,000 hectares having been distrib-
uted to 8,000 families.7 Critics bemoan the fact 
that a large part of the land registered in the 
fund is theoretically available but, in reality, has 
been settled and farmed for many years. Land 
ownership in Colombia is often not formalised 
because of its poorly developed cadastral sys-
tem. The establishment and expansion of an 
integral cadastre is, therefore, an important 
element of rural development, and is gradually 
developing with international assistance.

13,500 demobilised FARC 
fighters are currently being 
reintegrated into the economy 
and society.

Progress has also been made in returning dis-
placed families to their land. According to official 
reports, close to 400,000 hectares have been 
returned to the legal ownership of over 73,000 
people dispossessed during the conflict. Another 
3.5 million hectares have been registered for 
return to individual or collective landowners, 
such as displaced ethnic groups. Agricultural pro-
jects involving former FARC combatants are also 
receiving support. For example, the government 
is purchasing agricultural land for areas that have 
been provided for job training and reintegrating 

represent 36 per cent of the national territory 
and approximately 13 per cent of the whole pop-
ulation. According to the government, more 
than 200,000 citizens were involved in plan-
ning development projects as part of a broad 
consultation process aimed at reducing glaring 
disparities between urban and rural areas and 
initiating sustainable development processes in 
rural Colombia. More than 32,000 proposals 
and initiatives were collected and subsequently 
translated into concrete action plans with a 
15-year timeframe. The latest report from the 
United Nations Verification Mission notes that 
1,274 development programmes have already 
been completed and 151 are currently being 
implemented. These include infrastructure pro-
jects such as road building, electricity and water 
supply, and the construction of schools and 
clinics. Expanding the transport infrastructure 
to improve connections between Colombia’s 
remote regions and urban centres is of crucial 
importance. After all, lower transport costs and 
times as well as improved market access make 
agriculture more profitable and build local value 
chains. This makes it more attractive and com-
petitive to cultivate legal agricultural products 
compared to illegal coca cultivation. The volun-
tary substitution of coca plants with crops such 
as cocoa, coffee, avocado, and oil palm is a key 
element in the fight against cocaine trafficking 
and the associated violence.

Although visible progress has been made, crit-
ics point to the slow rollout of development 
programmes and serious underfunding of the 
PDETs. The Peace Commission of the Colom-
bian Congress has stated that implementation 
will take forty years at the current rate. Emilio 
Archila, the Presidential Counsellor for Stabili-
sation and Consolidation, responded by point-
ing to the government’s massive investment to 
alleviate the economic crisis triggered by the 
pandemic. If we look at international examples, 
such as the slow process of creating equivalent 
living conditions in East and West Germany  – 
which is still incomplete more than 30 years 
after reunification  – Colombia still has a long 
road ahead after achieving the first milestones 
in the fifth year of the peace process.
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Special Justice, Reconciliation, 
and Historical Reappraisal

An important chapter in the Peace Agreement 
negotiated in Havana is the establishment 
of a “holistic” approach to achieve justice, 
truth, reparations, and non-recurrence. This 
is divided into three institutions: the Special 
Jurisdiction for Peace (Jurisdicción Especial 
para la Paz, JEP), the Truth Commission, and 
the Special Unit for Searching for Persons 
Deemed Missing (Unidad de Búsqueda de 
Personas dadas por Desaparecidas, UBPD). 
The latter searches for and identifies mortal 
remains with the help of DNA samples to pro-
vide families with closure over the fate of their 
missing loved ones. It is possible to reunite 
living family members who were torn apart 
by displacement and expulsion in some cases. 
The UBPD is currently processing some 9,000 
search requests and attempting to determine 
the identity of approximately 25,000 people 
whose remains have been found.

Former combatants who  
acknowledge their guilt and 
actively cooperate in resolving 
their crime may benefit from 
more lenient penalties.

Public discourse mainly focuses on transitional 
justice. The right-wing camp, and particularly 
supporters of ex-President Álvaro Uribe, level 
strong criticism against the JEP. They claim 
that judges sympathise with former guerrillas 
and give perpetrators of serious crimes lenient 
sentences such as house arrest or community 
service. They believe that the transitional jus-
tice system focuses more on the crimes commit-
ted by state security forces in the fight against 
guerrillas than on the crimes of those who in 
fact initiated the conflict. By contrast, the hor-
rific crimes committed by paramilitary groups 
against alleged FARC supporters and civilians, 
and the well-documented tolerance or even 

demobilised FARC fighters (Espacios Territori-
ales de Capacitación y Reincorporación, ETCR). 
The ETCRs were originally intended as a tempo-
rary solution, yet almost one-third of the former 
guerrillas have settled permanently. This means 
that 24 former ETCRs around the country have 
now become permanent village communities. 
The restitution, distribution, and legalisation 
of land ownership is a lengthy and complicated 
process, but it is vital for achieving stable peace 
and development in the regions. Although good 
progress has been made, the land issue remains 
an urgent challenge.

The most tangible success in the peace process 
is the 13,500 plus demobilised FARC fighters, 
including more than 3,000 women, who are 
currently being reintegrated into the economy 
and society. Government figures state that 94 
per cent of FARC members who have laid down 
their arms are complying with conditions under 
the peace agreement. According to Emilio Arch-
ila, when their families are included, a total of 
55,000 people are directly or indirectly benefit-
ing from government reintegration programmes 
and support services. The UN estimates that 47 
per cent of former combatants are now involved 
in collective or individual business enterprises, 
along with 44 per cent having received support 
services stipulated in the peace agreement. The 
economic projects create legal, sustainable 
alternatives for earning income, and the gov-
ernment supports them with funding as well as 
technical advice. 135 cooperatives and produc-
tion communities have been set up that play an 
important role in collective economic and social 
integration. The successful return to legality is 
also reflected in the fact that, according to gov-
ernment figures, 99 per cent of former com-
batants now have a bank account and are in the 
public health insurance scheme. What is more, 
85 per cent also make pension contributions. 
That most demobilised combatants remain 
committed to the peace agreement, have devel-
oped stable businesses and income-generating 
opportunities, and have thus managed to return 
to a civilian life with prospects, is one of the 
most successful chapters of the complex peace 
process to date.
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government control over large parts of the coun-
try. Cases 001 and 003 highlight how the metic-
ulous legal processing of crimes committed by 
all parties to a conflict is a lengthy, painful, and 
emotional process for all involved. Further judg-
ments and social controversies will follow; but 
this process is indispensable for achieving last-
ing peace.

At the beginning of his final 
year in office, President Duque 
took two key steps towards  
advancing the peace progress.

The same applies to the work of the Truth Com-
mission under Jesuit priest Francisco de Roux, 
whose report for November 2021 is awaited 
with bated breath. The Commission is conduct-
ing nationwide hearings with victims of the con-
flict, civil society organisations, and government 
representatives to establish a detailed picture 
of the conflict and contribute towards national 
reconciliation. In March 2021, the announce-
ment by Rodrigo Londoño, former head of the 
FARC, and Salvatore Mancuso, former leader 
of the paramilitaries (Autodefensas Unidas de 
Colombia, AUC), that they would jointly give 
full testimony at a public hearing of the Truth 
Commission, attracted much public interest. We 
can assume that these testimonies and the Com-
mission’s report will have an explosive impact 
on Colombian society and politics because they 
could lead to reappraising the Colombian gov-
ernment’s role and that of its security forces in 
the conflict. And the relationship of government 
and business with paramilitary forces is likely to 
come under even closer scrutiny.

Challenges and Prospects

Colombia’s next parliamentary election is 
scheduled for March 2022 and the next presi-
dential election for the end of May 2022. Pres-
ident Iván Duque cannot run again because 
the constitution does not allow presidents to 
stand for a second term. Political parties and 

coordination between military and paramilitary 
groups, are treated as a mere side effect.

In theory, the JEP is to investigate and pass 
judgement on all crimes committed in connec-
tion with the armed conflict in Colombia from 
the 1960s until the peace treaty. However, it 
tends to focus on serious human rights viola-
tions. Former combatants who acknowledge 
their guilt and actively cooperate in resolving 
their crime may benefit from more lenient pen-
alties. In January 2020, following three years of 
work, the JEP presented its investigative report 
on Case 001, the kidnappings committed by 
the FARC, and charged the guerrilla leaders 
with war crimes and crimes against human-
ity. This serious charge was quite a bombshell, 
as up to then, the FARC had always tried to 
legitimise the over 20,000 documented kid-
nappings between 1990 and 2016 as “arrests” 
and to downplay or deny committing torture 
(sometimes over many years) and the inhumane 
conditions in which people were held hostage. 
The JEP’s surprisingly clear and tough position 
on the issue of kidnappings initially increased 
acceptance of the special justice system, even 
among right-wingers in Colombian society. 
But, merely a few weeks later, another storm 
of criticism erupted when the JEP in Case 003 
provisionally put the number of so-called fal-
sos positivos – murdered civilians passed off by 
military personnel as guerrillas killed in com-
bat – at 6,402. This was significantly more than 
the 3,259 victims recognised by the Ministry 
of National Defence and refutes the oft-touted 
claim among military circles that a few “rotten 
apples” in the troops were responsible for these 
serious crimes. Instead, the new figures from 
the JEP indicate a systematic practice of exag-
gerating military successes in the fight against 
the guerrillas. The finding that the majority of 
the falsos positivos were murdered between 2002 
and 2008, i. e., during Uribe’s term, and coin-
cided with his policy of “democratic security”, 
was a particularly bitter pill for supporters of 
ex-President Uribe to swallow. Because it is not 
only Uribe’s supporters who believe this is how 
Colombia avoided becoming a failed state, grad-
ually pushed back the guerrillas and regained 
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elements such as the JEP and PDETs. It is true 
that the Duque government, under its national 
plan for Paz con Legalidad (Peace with Legality), 
has invariably focused on dealing with crimes 
committed by guerrillas and on victims of the 
conflict, for example by not classifying kidnap-
ping and drug trafficking as political offences. 
The government has also stressed that FARC 
representatives who fail to declare illegally 
acquired goods or hand them over to compen-
sate the victims should not benefit from more 

candidates are already jockeying for position 
in preparation for next year’s democratic power 
struggle. The balance of political power and the 
new president will have a major influence on the 
progress of the peace process.

The record of the Duque administration is a 
mixed one. Its critics at home and abroad accuse 
it of paying lip service to the Havana Agreement 
and being sluggish with its implementation, for 
example by failing to adequately finance key 
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substantial funding and paid for integration pro-
grammes for former guerrillas that exceeded 
obligations laid down in the peace agreement; 
for example, by continuing to pay monthly allow-
ances and finance house building. Remarkable 
progress has been achieved in compensating vic-
tims and reintegrating more than 13,000 former 
guerrillas. On the other hand, the PDET special 
development zones have had mixed results to 
date. Despite visible progress having been made, 
five years after the peace agreement, major chal-
lenges remain. This is particularly regarding 
security and fighting drug production and traf-
ficking, as highlighted by a comprehensive sur-
vey recently conducted by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP).8 18 per cent 
of respondents said the conflict was still contin-
uing despite the peace agreement. And 30 per 
cent said that one or more armed groups are still 
in charge in their community. Considering that 
some 6.6 million Colombians live in the PDETs, 
this means more than one million people still 
do not live in peace, despite the agreement, and 
nearly two million have to live under the control 
of armed groups. Future administrations will 
continue to face the ongoing task of guaranteeing 
public security and ensuring the long-term devel-
opment of these regions.

Recent polls show that a  
majority of the public is in 
favour of implementing the 
peace treaty.

In the first months of his final year in office, Pres-
ident Duque took two key steps towards advanc-
ing the peace process. First, in January 2021 he 
sent a letter to the UN Security Council asking 
to extend the mandate of the UN Verification 

lenient penalties under the JEP. Government 
representatives have also put pressure on JEP 
judges through public announcements that 
leave the JEP and international partners feel-
ing constantly obliged to repudiate these state-
ments as attacks on judicial independence.

However, the Duque administration has also 
made enormous efforts to promote the peace 
process. Even during the economic crisis trig-
gered by the pandemic, the government provided 

Coca plantations near the city of Tumaco: 
Drug trade remains the main trigger for 
conflict in Colombia. Source: © Luisa 
Gonzalez, Reuters.
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little chance of success. The Duque government 
broke off peace talks that began under President 
Santos after the ELN bombed a police academy 
in Bogotá in January 2019, leaving 21 dead and 
many injured. It seems unlikely that substantive 
talks will ever recommence. The various fronts 
of the ELN are entangled in extortion, drug 
trafficking, and other illegal activities and have 
long since ceased to pursue ideological goals; 
even though they try to preserve this narrative 
via their social media propaganda. The same 
applies to the FARC dissidents and other armed 
groups. They are primarily concerned with max-
imising profits from drug trafficking and exploit-
ing the people and natural resources in the areas 
they control.

The government has still not found an effective 
strategy for combating the drug trade, which 
remains the main trigger for conflict. Despite 
vehement criticism, the Duque government has 
announced that it will resume aerial spraying of 
coca plantations with glyphosate. Studies show 
that this practice only has short-term effects, 
while it leads to replanting and cultivation being 
moved to new areas over the medium- and long-
term. Critics also refer to the environmental and 
health costs for local people, along with the huge 
financial cost involved. They believe the money 
could be better invested in programmes to pro-
mote alternative agricultural products, transport 
infrastructure, and subsidies for farmers willing 
to give up coca cultivation. Close to 100,000 
families are currently participating in the Inte-
grated National Programme for the Substitution 
of Illicitly Used Crops (PNIS). Official figures for 
2020 show a slight reduction in the land under 
coca cultivation, but also an increase in the pro-
duction and export of cocaine. Curbing the drug 
trade remains a key challenge for future govern-
ments, whereas there seems to be no panacea if 
global demand and profits continue to soar.

The international context is also vital for achiev-
ing stable, lasting peace in Colombia. Nicolás 
Maduro’s criminal regime in Venezuela main-
tains close ties with the Colombian drug mafia, 
provides the ELN with support and safe havens, 
and does its utmost to destabilise the situation 

Mission. And second, at the invitation of the UN, 
in March he met with Rodrigo Londoño, former 
head of the FARC and president of Comunes, 
the new name for the FARC party, to discuss 
the future of the peace process. Well-informed 
sources later reported that Duque had stressed 
his government’s firm commitment to the peace 
agreement. It was said that Londoño voiced his 
concerns about the precarious security situation 
of the ex-guerrillas, while also acknowledging 
the progress that had been made. The fact that 
the meeting took place is a positive sign for the 
future of the peace process.

The remaining armed groups 
have ceased to pursue ideolog­
ical goals. They are primarily 
concerned with maximising 
profits from drug trafficking.

It is not yet clear who will take the reins in 
Colombia in mid-2022. In view of President 
Duque’s low approval ratings and the declining 
popularity of his political mentor Álvaro Uribe, 
it seems unlikely that it will be a conservative 
candidate who could fundamentally challenge 
key elements of the peace process again, such 
as the JEP. This chimes with recent polls reflect-
ing how the majority of the public is in favour 
of implementing the peace treaty. Despite all 
ongoing challenges, peace with the FARC seems 
to have reached the point where it has become 

“irreversible”, as is regularly emphasised by 
Emilio Archila.

Nevertheless, the path to a stable, lasting peace 
remains rocky and will take many more decades. 
Although the FARC, one of the main protago-
nists, has withdrawn from the conflict, many 
other violent groups are still active alongside 
ELN and FARC dissidents. The current con-
flict is largely fragmented, regionalised, and 
no longer ideological. Political negotiations 
with the ELN, with a strength estimated at 
up to 5,000 fighters by security experts, hold 
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in Colombia. It also acts as a gateway for the 
region’s organised crime and for authoritarian 
powers. The protests that erupted in Colom-
bia in late April 2021 were an expression of the 
country’s deep economic, social, health and 
refugee crisis. If a lasting political solution is 
not found, they threaten to destabilise a country 
that has long been a bastion of democratic sta-
bility in the region.9 Addressing the structural 
causes of conflict such as poverty, extreme ine-
quality, corruption, and drug trafficking requires 
staying power and urgent support from its inter-
national partners.

As an OECD member and NATO’s only “global 
partner” in Latin America, Colombia is an 
important ally for Germany and the EU because 
of its shared democratic values. Latin Ameri-
ca’s third largest country in terms of population 
and economy – after Brazil and Mexico – affords 
enormous future potential. Colombia’s key geo-
political location on the Atlantic and Pacific 
Oceans, abundant natural resources, and an 
agricultural sector ripe for development makes 
it a sought-after international partner. China’s 
economic influence is not yet as pronounced 
as in Colombia’s Latin American neighbours 
but is clearly gaining momentum. Against this 
backdrop, Germany and the EU should continue 
to support the peace process and sustainable 
development in Colombia. They should view 
the financial cost of this as a wise investment 
in a partnership that is vitally important to the 
alliance of liberal democracies in a world where 
systemic competition is intensifying.

– translated from German –

Stefan Reith is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung’s Colombia office.

https://bit.ly/3wPZF7O
https://bit.ly/3wwMPdy
https://bit.ly/3fnejwm
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https://bit.ly/3hWhDk2
https://bit.ly/3hWhDk2
https://undocs.org/S/2021/298
https://bit.ly/3fvEEYb
https://bit.ly/3pUgtaw
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Ten years after the start of the uprisings that swept through the 
Arab world, the region’s socio-economic disparities remain a 
key challenge. Trust in political parties and parliaments is low, 
but civil society organisations are highly respected. A proper 
civil society of engaged citizens seems to be emerging in many 
countries. While traditional external actors, such as the US and 
France, are losing influence in the region, China, Turkey, and 
Russia are assuming a more important role. Meanwhile,  
Germany enjoys high standing in the region.

Bread, dignity, and freedom  – ten years ago, 
these were the core demands of the mainly 
young protesters who took to the streets all over 
the Arab world. The self-immolation of vegeta-
ble vendor Mohamed Bouazizi on 17 December 
2010 in the small Tunisian town of Sidi Bouzid 
was the spark that turned the simmering dis-
satisfaction with social conditions into violent 
protests. Bouazizi, then 27, had complained of 
harassment by local authorities who confiscated 
his vegetable stand and refused to give him a 
permit. The constant injustice and mistreat-
ment that he experienced at the hands of the 
police led him to commit his final, desperate 
act of self-immolation. This act has now come 
to symbolise the start of the “Arab Spring”, and 
represents the social inequality, rampant cor-
ruption, and sense of helplessness in the face of 
arbitrary state power.

The outrage unleashed by this act triggered a 
nationwide wave of protests against the auto-
cratic regime of President Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali, who had been in power since 1987. As the 
mass protests intensified, Ben Ali fled Tunisia 
for Saudi Arabia on 14 January 2011. The swift 
overthrow of the kleptocratic regime in Tunisia 
galvanised disaffected people in Egypt, Libya, 
Syria, and other countries in the Arab world to 
protest against their own governments. Largely 
coordinated through social media, these pro-
test movements took the region’s rulers by sur-
prise, and revealed the dire need for reform and 
change after decades of mismanagement and 
repression.

While the ruling powers were overturned in 
Tunisia (January 2011) and Egypt (February 
2011), Syria and Libya sank into civil wars due 
to their rulers’ repressive use of force and the 
deployment of the military. However, despite 
a series of reforms following the 2011 upris-
ings, discontent in the region persisted and the 
merely cosmetic promises of reform failed to 
assuage calls for fundamental structural change. 
In 2019, a second wave of protests swept across 
the region, including the Hirak movement in 
Algeria1 and protests in Iraq, Lebanon, and 
Sudan. In the latter, they led to the ousting of 
dictator Omar al-Bashir, who had been in power 
since 1993.

The region was already struggling with weak 
economic growth, but this has been exacerbated 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. It is estimated that 
the regional economy has contracted by 5.2 per 
cent.2 Nearly a third of the region’s youth are 
unemployed and, particularly in Tunisia and 
Jordan, these rates have remained consistently 
high for the last decade. The Middle East and 
North Africa region has one of the highest youth 
unemployment rates in the world.3 The region 
faces many common challenges, but the differ-
ent systems of government and disparate social 
realities of each country should always be taken 
into account.

In the midst of the global COVID-19 pandemic, 
and to mark the tenth anniversary of the start of 
the uprisings across the Arab world, the Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung’s Regional Programme for 
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sense of the common good and of overall social 
development.

According to some sources, half of the Lebanese 
population now lives below the poverty line.8 
The respondents in Lebanon are correspond-
ingly pessimistic about their personal economic 
future. Only 14 per cent are hopeful about the 
years to come. And it is depressing to note that 
the younger generation is even less optimistic 
about the future than the over-30s.9 This is also 
reflected in the strong desire of young Lebanese 
to leave their country. 53 per cent of Lebanese 
people under 30 say they have considered emi-
grating in the past twelve months.10

In most countries in the  
region the respondents are 
generally optimistic about  
their economic future, despite 
the global pandemic.

However, with the exception of Lebanon, 
respondents in the region are generally optimis-
tic about their personal economic future, despite 
the global pandemic. In Jordan, Morocco, and 
Libya, more than 60 per cent of respondents 
believe the country’s economic fortunes will 
improve. In Algeria, the figure of 59 per cent is 
significantly higher than in Tunisia, at just 47 
per cent.11 In Jordan, job creation in particular is 
perceived as a major challenge – 30 per cent of 
respondents say this should be made a govern-
ment priority.

Morocco’s economic policy has been strongly 
oriented towards Sub-Saharan Africa for many 
years, and it has opened up new markets, par-
ticularly in francophone West Africa. Tunisia is 
also keen to strengthen its South-South cooper-
ation, while at the same time seeking to boost its 
faltering economy by reviving its economic rela-
tions with Libya. Given the difficult economic 
situation of the countries surveyed in the region, 
the respondents’ generally optimistic view of 

Political Dialogue in the Southern Mediterra-
nean (KAS PolDiMed) conducted a representa-
tive survey in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, 
Jordan, and Lebanon. A total of 10,841 people 
were interviewed by telephone between Octo-
ber and December 2020.4 The main results of 
the survey are presented below.

The Majority are Optimistic About their  
Economic Future

Economic conditions were and remain a key 
challenge in the region, and this is one of the 
reasons for the protests that have occurred since 
2011. Whereas ten years ago, one third of the cit-
izens surveyed in the region said their personal 
economic situation was good or very good,5 this 
perception has actually deteriorated since then. 
Today, 39 per cent of people in Morocco and 26 
per cent in Algeria and Libya rate their economic 
situation as good or very good. The lowest fig-
ures are seen in Tunisia (three per cent) and 
Lebanon (one per cent). In Tunisia, the figure 
has fallen by a quarter compared to 2011.6 This 
points to a sense of disillusionment because the 
revolution failed to bring the hoped-for pros-
perity and job opportunities. The region seems, 
thus, to have experienced a lost decade in terms 
of economic growth. This has been exacerbated 
by a failure to diversify the economy, or to under-
take far-reaching labour market reforms.7

Lebanon finds itself beset by multiple crises, 
including ongoing financial and economic chal-
lenges. High (youth) unemployment, currency 
collapse, hyperinflation, and rampant corruption 
among the political elite are creating a growing 
sense of resignation among the Lebanese people, 
and this is also reflected in the country’s gloomy 
economic forecasts. The deepening financial 
crisis since 2019 has led to renewed protests 
with calls for a fundamental restructuring of the 
state, and the end of the sectarian political sys-
tem. In the eyes of many Lebanese, this system 
has fostered systematic clientelism and corrup-
tion since the civil war ended in 1990. The dev-
astating explosion at the port of Beirut in the 
summer of 2020 also consolidated the image of 
a self-serving, unscrupulous elite that has lost all 
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of other developing regions and only surpassed 
by two regions: Europe / North America and 
East Asia / Pacific.12 The potential of the region 
is obvious: the countries of North Africa and 
the Levant have an excellent geostrategic loca-
tion, and benefit from export agreements with 

their economic future may come as a surprise. 
One of the reasons for this is their strong belief 
(also with religious connotations) in a better 
tomorrow. A glance at the 2019 Global Com-
petitiveness Index also reveals that the compet-
itiveness of Arab countries is higher than that 

A symbol: The circumstances that led to the explosion at the port of Beirut in August 2020 consolidated the 
image of an unscrupulous elite that has lost all sense of the common good and of overall social development in 
the eyes of many Lebanese. Source: © Mohamed Azakir, Reuters.
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appease popular discontent, it was announced in 
March that the Parliament would be dissolved, 
and that early parliamentary elections would be 
held in June 2021.

One of the key findings of the PolDiMed 
regional survey is that trust in parliaments and 
political parties is low across the whole region. A 
worrying trend is that fewer and fewer citizens 
have confidence in their governments’ perfor-
mance. Between 2013 and 2018, this confidence 
fell by more than 20 percentage points.16 This 
trend indicates that many citizens believe their 
initial hopes of better governance and more 
transparency have not been fulfilled.

Trust in parliaments and political parties is low 
in all the countries surveyed. Since the majority 
of political parties in these countries are domi-
nated by personalities rather than policies, and 
have a strong focus on their leaders, their rep-
utation is directly tied to the personal integrity 
of their protagonists. Corruption scandals and 
the pursuit of personal career ambitions over 
the common good do lasting damage to parties 
and their role in a parliamentary system. Conse-
quently, trust in parliaments is declining across 
the region – whether they play an important leg-
islative role, as in Tunisia, or a lesser role, as in 
Morocco and Jordan.

With the exception of Morocco, where 56 per 
cent of respondents take a positive view of par-
liament, less than half of those surveyed overall 
say they trust their parliaments.17 It is particu-
larly striking that in Tunisia and Lebanon – the 
two most democratic countries in the region – 
only 19 per cent of respondents express con-
fidence in their legislature. In the Kingdom of 
Jordan, just 37 per cent trust the parliament, and 
only 23 per cent trust political parties.18 This 
figure also suggests that the new parliament, 
which emerged from the general election on 10 
November 2020, has no clear mandate. The fact 
that 99 of the 130 deputies won a parliamentary 
seat for the first time suggests that the country 
is seeking to renew its political class. Only about 
20 per cent of the deputies are affiliated with a 
political party.19

EU countries. They also have a young, fairly 
well-educated population that is prepared to be 
mobile and keen to improve their lives.13 China 
has recognised this potential and is taking a 
growing interest in the region.

Democratic Institutions are Faltering

Right from the start, the Arab protest move-
ments were not only calling for economic 
reform, but above all for an overhaul of the 
political system. Demands have included 
greater accountability of those in power, more 
transparency, and social justice. Decades of 
authoritarian rule have led the region to consist-
ently be classified as undemocratic in the Free-
dom House rankings.14 Since 2015, Tunisia is 
the only country to be deemed completely free.15 
However, minority rights are also a controver-
sial issue in Tunisia. The rather hesitant and 
superficial desire for reform across much of the 
region after 2011 eventually led to more protest 
movements, culminating in the overthrow of 
the governments of Algeria and Sudan in 2019. 
Renewed protests have also led to the promise of 
more reforms in Lebanon, Morocco, and Jordan.

Trust in parliaments and  
political parties is low  
across the whole region.

However, the changes of leadership did not 
always bring the hoped-for transformation. In 
Algeria, the prolonged protests of 2019 may have 
led to the resignation of the country’s long-time 
president, 82-year-old Abdelaziz Bouteflika, but 
the election of his 74-year-old successor, Abdel-
madjid Tebboune, hardly signalled the advent of 
a generational change at the head of the country. 
Algeria’s fortunes are still directed by “the deep 
state” – a complex network of elite politicians 
dating back to the time of the independence 
movement. However, Algeria’s predominantly 
young population is no longer prepared to 
accept this situation; they are calling for radical 
change and for a renewal of the political class. To 
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He repeatedly comes into conflict with Rached 
Ghannouchi, the influential parliamentary 
speaker from the ranks of the Ennahda party.

In general, throughout the  
region there is a marked  
reluctance to join political 
parties.

While trust in governments varies across the 
region, it is evident that governments are more 
popular when they are perceived as having done 
a better job in addressing the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Seventy-six per cent of respondents in 
Morocco, 71 per cent in Jordan and 70 per cent 
in Algeria say they have full or partial trust in 
their government.22 These approval ratings 
correspond with findings that 61 per cent of 
respondents in Jordan, 60 per cent in Morocco, 
and 50 per cent in Algeria say their govern-
ments have responded well or very well to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.23 Although, or perhaps 
because, the two monarchies of Morocco and 
Jordan, along with Algeria, allow less freedom of 
expression and press freedom than Tunisia and 
Lebanon, the governments’ crisis management 

In Tunisia, which was portrayed as a model 
for democracy in the region after 2011, only 18 
per cent of respondents have confidence in the 
work of political parties.20 Despite the fact that 
the country’s parliament was freely elected, the 
institution enjoys little confidence among its 
people. One reason for this could be the per-
ception that it has failed to respond to the eco-
nomic challenges, combined with relatively 
weak support for political parties. Observers 
also argue that the introduction of a parliamen-
tary system in the wake of the 2011 revolution 
may have been too rapid, and that people were 
not adequately educated about the importance 
of civic responsibility and strong parties in such 
a system.21

At the time of the revolution, Tunisian citizens 
had high hopes of a multi-party political sys-
tem. The result, however, was political stagna-
tion that failed to bring the radical change they 
sought. Today, the political party system is dom-
inated by the Islamist Ennahda party, which 
holds a majority in parliament. At the same time, 
there is no consistent, politically effective oppo-
sition. Former law professor Kais Saied, a polit-
ical outsider, was elected president in October 
2019. He is popular with the public but does not 
have the backing of the country’s political class. 
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organisations speaks for the emergence of an 
active civil society. In every country covered by 
the survey except Lebanon, civil society groups 
are highly regarded and given positive ratings by 
more than half of respondents. Their approval 
rating is highest in Morocco at 76 per cent, while 
in Lebanon it is lowest at 38 per cent. Sixty-five 
per cent of respondents in Algeria, 62 per cent in 
Tunisia and 51 per cent in Jordan say they trust 
non-governmental organisations, which also 
include religious communities such as mosques.27

The high approval ratings for civil society organ-
isations and non-state actors might reflect, in 
part, the great scepticism about the perfor-
mance of political institutions and the under-
lying distrust of politicians, as described above. 
This lack of trust in the effectiveness of state 
institutions could lead to a further erosion of 
trust in the basic components of democracy, and 
to a corresponding withdrawal from political 
participation. The high level of approval for non-
state actors is all the more significant, as they 
could act as key partners for state institutions 
and help government policies to gain greater 
acceptance.

The survey results also underline the importance 
of local authorities in fragmented societies.  

in these last two countries – and hence trust in 
them – is assessed more negatively. Only 15 per 
cent of respondents in Tunisia and 18 per cent in 
Lebanon say their governments have responded 
well to the health crisis.24 Accordingly, trust in 
the government was lowest in Tunisia (42 per 
cent) and Lebanon (26 per cent).25 Once again, 
it is striking that the two countries in the region 
that are generally described as democratic have 
the lowest levels of trust in their governments.

In general, throughout the region there is a 
marked reluctance to join political parties. Only 
30 per cent of respondents in Lebanon, 25 per 
cent in Morocco, and 20 per cent in Libya and 
Algeria say they could imagine joining a political 
party. In Tunisia, the proportion is even lower, at 
just 16 per cent of respondents.26 This reveals 
a deep scepticism towards the existing system 
of political parties across the region, and high-
lights the need for a fundamental debate on 
alternative forms of modern party work, and the 
need for party reforms.

High Levels of Trust in Civil Society 
Organisations and Local Government

Although trust in political parties and parliaments  
is weak, the high level of trust in civil society 
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in March 2011. Regional actors have also always 
had a major influence. Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) stepped in early on 
to support the region’s monarchies and prevent 
them from being overthrown. They were them-
selves fearful of being drawn into the maelstrom 
triggered by the uprisings.

Under President Obama, the US began to shift 
its focus to the Indo-Pacific region, and has 
gradually withdrawn from the Arab world  – 
apart from the Gulf states, where it still main-
tains military bases. Russia, on the other hand, 
has been stepping up its activities in the region 
for years – most recently in February 2021, when 
it conducted a joint military exercise with the 
Algerian navy in the Mediterranean. In Libya, 
Russia also emerged as a key player on the side 
of self-proclaimed field marshal Khalifa Haftar. 
And, in 2019, alongside Egypt and the UAE, it 
supported the military ambitions of Libya’s 
internationally unrecognised eastern govern-
ment with mercenaries from the Wagner Group. 
Russia also plays a dubious role in Syria as a sup-
porter of the Assad regime.

Russia’s current activism in the region is never-
theless appreciated by many people in the coun-
tries surveyed, possibly also because Russia is 

In Lebanon and Libya, local and municipal 
authorities enjoy a far higher level of trust than 
national institutions.28 Devolving power to local 
and municipal authorities could yield significant 
benefits for increasing government legitimacy. 
For Libya in particular, this could be a way of 
regaining trust after nearly seven years of dys-
functional government. Libya, which became 
the scene of a proxy war between foreign pow-
ers and has been administered by two parallel 
governments since 2014, began taking steps to 
restore national unity in the autumn of 2020. In 
February 2021, with the help of United Nations 
mediators, a Government of National Unity was 
designated to prepare for parliamentary and 
presidential elections on 24 December 2021, 
Libyan Independence Day. In this process, tribal 
representatives and local elected officials can 
make an important contribution to achieving 
reconciliation between the conflicting sides, and 
to restoring the country’s institutional unity.

A New Imbalance in International Relations

External actors have traditionally had a major 
influence on developments in the region. In 
Libya, it is unlikely that the fall of the Gaddafi 
regime in 2011 would have happened so quickly 
without the UN-backed, NATO-led intervention 
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Russia and China have recently scored addi-
tional points in the region by distributing 
COVID-19 vaccines. Morocco began using the 
Chinese vaccine Sinopharm at the end of Jan-
uary.32 There are also plans to use Moroccan 
factories to produce the Chinese vaccine for the 
African continent. Tunisia and Algeria are using 
the Russian vaccine Sputnik V. In the medium 
term, this is also likely to improve the reputation 
of Russia and China in the region. The EU-sup-
ported COVAX initiative to distribute vaccines 
around the globe only delivered its first vac-
cines to Tunisia in mid-March 2021.33 By then, 
the Russian and Chinese vaccines had already 
been in use for weeks, which has provided their 
respective governments with a great deal of 
media attention and political credit.

perceived as a global player that counteracts the 
US. Algerians have the most favourable view of 
Russia at 66 per cent, and Jordan the least at just 
22 per cent.29 The US, on the other hand, which 
has increasingly lost prestige since the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003, is viewed most favourably in 
Morocco with 49 per cent, and least favourably 
in Lebanon with 25 per cent. Among the other 
countries, only one in three gives the US a pos-
itive rating.30

Support for China, on the other hand, is grow-
ing across the region. Sixty-seven per cent of 
respondents in Algeria, 61 per cent in Morocco 
and 59 per cent in Tunisia say they have a 
favourable view of China.31 China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative involves all of these countries. 

Welcome guest: Turkey’s President Erdoğan enjoys great popularity in the region. Source: © Zoubeir Souissi, Reuters.
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in 2015 and 2016, while Erdoğan has champi-
oned the Palestinian cause and played identity 
politics by presenting himself as the defender of 
Islam in the region. In future, Germany’s high 
approval ratings in the region should continue 
to be used proactively in the resolute defence 
of democracy, human rights, and the rule of 
law. This seems particularly important given 
the equally high approval ratings for authoritar-
ian or illiberal states such as China, Russia, and 
Turkey.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
for Action

Ten years after the uprisings began, the moods 
and expectations of citizens vary from country 
to country. People in the kingdoms of Morocco 
and Jordan seem to be happier with the political 
and economic situation than those who live in 
Tunisia and Lebanon, countries with parliamen-
tary systems that are on the road to democracy. 
Due to the fact that these monarchies exercise 
a certain degree of repression and restriction 

Germany Enjoys Good Standing  
in the Region

The two countries that enjoy the highest 
approval ratings among the countries in the 
region are Germany and Turkey. The strong 
focus of Turkish foreign policy on improving 
relations with Muslim-majority countries in the 
Arab world since Recep Tayyip Erdoğan took 
office seems to be paying off. 79 per cent of 
respondents in Morocco and Algeria, 65 per cent 
in Jordan and 63 per cent in Tunisia say they 
have a positive or very positive view of Turkey. 
This perception is particularly strong among 
the under-30s. Only Germany is mostly viewed 
more favourably in the region, with approval 
ratings of 76 per cent in Morocco, 73 per cent in 
Tunisia, 71 per cent in Algeria and 55 per cent 
in Libya.34 Germany has traditionally enjoyed 
a good reputation in the region. The country’s 
economic strength and high quality products 
are admired throughout the region, along with 
the fact that it welcomed many refugees during 
the migration crisis of 2015. Germany is also an 
important partner for development cooperation 
in the region, quadrupling its annual spending 
from 750 million euros in 2011 to some 3.4 bil-
lion euros in 2019.35

Angela Merkel is by far  
the most popular European 
leader in the region.

So while Russia, Turkey, and especially China 
are increasingly viewed favourably in the region, 
traditional powers such as the US and France are 
increasingly coming under pressure. Although 
Germany is the most well-regarded country in 
the region, it remains to be seen to what extent 
this is also linked to the popularity of Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel. She is by far the most pop-
ular European leader, though regionally she 
is surpassed by Turkey’s President Erdoğan.36 
Both have displayed strong leadership on issues 
affecting the region. Merkel was instrumental 
in welcoming refugees to Germany and the EU 
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