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The development cooperation policy of the EU is an important political and economic tool.
Nevertheless, its importance might be underestimated in today’s public debate. In 2000
and 2015 the international community adopted development goals (the so-called
Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable Development Goals), in which poverty
eradication and global inclusive sustainable prosperity were set as priorities. In this
framework, EU development cooperation is one of the most important tools in the
accomplishment of these goals.
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Summary

The character of development cooperation has been
evolving ever since its inception, together with its values

This paper argues that the character of development

and motivations. Based on the character of the key

cooperation has changed significantly - from being an

documents framing development cooperation in the past,

economic tool in the past, development cooperation today

we can identify three main stages of evolution. First, The

aims “primarily at reducing and in the long term eradicating

Possessive Stage, followed by The Philanthropist Attempts
and lastly, The New Era of Development.

poverty in the world by promoting […] sustainable
economic, social and environmental development”1 . Given
the size of the EU’s collective Official Development
Assistance (ODA), which is the highest in the world, (twice
as high as that the US2), there are clear expectations as to
what a proper EU development aid can produce, and how it
can

contribute to

global,

inclusive

and sustainable

prosperity. The main challenge for the EU will be to increase

Development cooperation in the past:
between aid and post-colonialism?

the volume of funds allocated to the development

Lasting from the establishment of the European

cooperation policy. Above all, the EU’s goal should be to

Economic Community in 1957 practically until the onset of

ensure that all member states are on board with the idea

the 90s, the Possessive Stage is the longest identified stage.

that investing more in development cooperation means

At the beginning of this period, the European Community

investing more in a global sustainable future.

committed to contributing to the development of poorer
countries. The most visible results, however, were economic
arrangements beneficial mainly to European countries. The
documents framing EU development cooperation, the
Treaty of Rome (1957) and the subsequent Yaoundé

Introduction

Convention (1964), exemplify the arbitrary character of
development cooperation at the time: policies were

The European Union is a bilateral donor that provides

designed by Europeans and then communicated to the

states with financial resources directly through the

recipient countries, generally without preliminary dialogue

European Commission. More importantly, the EU is also a

(Hill, Smith, 2011). The nature of the political and economic

multilateral donor, since the majority of development

relationships between the recipient and the donor was

cooperation financing is managed by member states keen

evidently of an unequal nature, and the European Economic

to maintain their sovereignty over development cooperation

Community was the supreme actor whose rules of the game

policy. In this respect, the added value of the EU in this field

were to be accepted. Such a set-up allowed the European

today consists mainly in policy coordination and alignment

Community, in consequence, to exert its influence on the

with the European values defined in the Treaties of

former colonies of its member states. The development

Maastricht and Lisbon, such as democracy, the respect of

cooperation could therefore be seen, to some extent, as a

human rights or the rule of law. The EU’s development

tool of power, granting donors economic dominance and

cooperation goal is to promote these values as well as to

influence on their former colonies. This is especially true for

contribute to the development of the recipient countries.

Development cooperation. EUR-Lex: Access to European Union
[cit.
2016-05-02].
Access: http://eurlex.europa.eu/summary/glossary/development_aid.html
2
EU Official Development Assistance reaches highest-ever share of
Gross National Income. European Commission: Press Release
Database. [online]. 13.4.2016 [cit. 2016-08-05]. Access:
1

Law. [online].

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-1362_en.htm,
Development aid rises again in 2015, spending on refugees
doubles. OECD: Better Policies for Better Lives. [online]. [cit. 201608-05]. Access: http://www.oecd.org/dac/development-aid-risesagain-in-2015-spending-on-refugees-doubles.htm
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France, who pushed for commercial privileges and the

several times until Maastricht, achievements in the 1957 to

maintenance of a strategic presence in former colonial

the early 90’s period were mainly about privileged trade

possessions (Grilli, 1993). The fact that France was an actor

relations with former colonies’ markets, access to raw

in approximately 80% of African imports and exports

materials and space for investment (Hill, Smith, 2011). From

(Hugon, 1982) in 1960s is a telling symbol of European

this point of view, Lomé was more symbolic on paper than

dominance over the development aid recipients.

binding in significant changes of development cooperation
policy practice. Being an attempt to break with the colonial
past, the convention can be understood as a metaphorical

“The Lomé Convention was more symbolic
on paper than binding in significant changes of
development cooperation policy practice.
Being an attempt to break with the colonial
past, the convention can be understood as a
metaphorical step towards mutually beneficial
relations, opening a new period of innovation
in development cooperation policy.”

step towards mutually beneficial relations, opening a new
period of innovation in development cooperation policy.

Putting democracy and
promotion on the agenda

human

The period from the early nineties to 2015 can be seen
as the stage of Philanthropist Attempts. An important
milestone of this period was undoubtedly the Maastricht

Several years later, Germany and Great Britain pushed
for the reformulation of the Community’s development
cooperation policy. Germany endeavored to distance itself
from the Second World War policy of domination and
backed a reform that would make development cooperation
more responsive to the recipients’ needs, whereas the
newcomer, Great Britain, wanted to put its special trading
preferences under the Community’s umbrella. This resulted
in the adoption of the Lomé Convention. In this context, the
Lomé Convention of 1975 was, again, principally drafted by
the European Community (Shaw, 1979). Nevertheless, the
text can be seen, in a way, as a European attempt to
reformulate its relations with former colonies and gain
credibility for itself. Indeed, the convention highlights, apart
from

the

economic

aspects,

the

importance

of

infrastructures and sustainable agriculture constructions in
recipient countries.

The attempt to change the ossified

system of providing development cooperation did not,
however, result in significant changes, due to lack of funds
and the focus on macroeconomic changes (Holland, 2002).
Even though the Lomé treaty was revised and amended

3

The EU contribution towards the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs). EUR-Lex: Access to European Union Law. [online]. [cit.

treaty that created the European Union out of the Economic
Community. The Treaty established respect of human rights
and democracy, among others, as the core values of EU
policies, including development cooperation.

3

Poverty

eradication also became a part of development cooperation
policy, as the EU committed to aligning its policies with the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) of 2000, a global
agreement mainly aiming at poverty reduction.
The Cotonu Agreement of 2000, which framed the
EU’s development cooperation for the following twenty
years, embodied the change of character of development
cooperation. With the importance of equality between
partners, of establishing democracy and promoting human
rights, as well as peace and strong governance building,
being identified as the main political objectives of
development cooperation, the agreement was a longed-for
break with the colonial past, even more so than the Lomé
Convention (Flint, 2009).

The Convention also brought

fundamental change in resource allocation, making it more
flexible depending on the recipient’s needs.

2016-08-13].
Access: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV%3Ar12533
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The process of searching for a coherent and effective

external policy.6. Subsequently, a strategic framework for

distribution of development cooperation aid culminated in

development policy coherence in the post-crisis context was

2005 with the adoption of the European Consensus on

designed and the amount of resources destined to

Development (ECD). The European Union agreed to

development cooperation increased. The OECD observed

increase the volumes of development aid. It also reaffirmed

that the Commission finally created a coherent approach

the normative, value-based character of development

leading to more effective development cooperation, and

cooperation stating that the chief objective of development

noted that the EU was now “a formidable player in global

cooperation activities is “poverty reduction [which] is closely

development” (OECD, 2012).

associated with […] promotion of good governance and
respect for human rights“4. The ECD represented a success
that

highlighted

the

EU's

unity

on

these

issues.

Nevertheless, its final impact was not that significant,
mainly due to the global economic crisis; the EU did not
provide the recipients with sufficient resources to reach the
targets set by the MDGs, which negatively influenced its

How the EU failed to reach the
development aid target volume
After

image as a reliable donor in the eyes of the international
community but especially in recipient countries5.

Maastricht,

the

character

of

European

development cooperation changed significantly – the policy
became less economy-centered and more policy valuecentered: the EU committed to framing the policy with

“Impact of the European Consensus on
Development was not that significant, mainly
due to the global economic crisis; the EU did
not provide the recipients with sufficient
resources to reach the targets set by the MDGs,
which negatively influenced its image as a
reliable donor in the eyes of the international
community, especially in recipient countries.”

democracy and human rights promotion. This evolution
made the EU look less self-interested and improved its
image as a donor. On the other hand, in spite of the
successful move away from the colonial way of thinking, the
EU failed to reach its collective target of development aid
volume (Official Development Assistance, ODA) which it had
committed itself to reaching by 2015, which was billed as “a
huge blow to the credibility of the EU”7. The main reason
the EU was not able to secure enough funds was probably
the fact that development cooperation did not represent a
shared priority for an enlarged Union of twenty-eight

The Treaty of Lisbon was innovative in terms of

different economies.8. Global poverty remained therefore a

sustainable development, introducing it, for the first time,

huge challenge, on the same level as growing inequality.

as one of the fundamental objectives of the European

The development cooperation of the Union has massive

The European Consensus on Development. EUR-Lex: Access to
Union
Law. [online].
[cit.
2016-08-13].
Access: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV%3Ar12544
5
The future of the \”European Consensus on Development\”. DIE
– Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik. [online]. [cit. 2016-0831]. Access: https://www.die-gdi.de/en/briefing-paper/article/thefuture-of-the-european-consensus-on-development,
Millennium
Goals leave the most deprived behind. EurActiv. [online]. [cit.
2016-08-31].
Access: http://www.euractiv.com/section/developmentpolicy/news/millennium-goals-leave-the-most-deprived-behind/
4

European

Explaining the Treaty of Lisbon. European Commission. [online].
[cit.
2016-08-14].
Access: http://europa.eu/rapid/pressrelease_MEMO-09-531_en.htm?locale=en
7
EU STATES AID TO DEVELOPING COUNTRIES MISSES HISTORIC
PROMISE. European Year for Development. [online]. [cit. 2016-0814]. Access: https://europa.eu/eyd2015/en/concord/posts/eustates-aid-developing-countries-misses-historic-promise
8
EU leaders set vague ‘priorities’. EurActiv. [online]. [cit. 2016-0831].
Access: https://www.euractiv.com/section/globaleurope/news/eu-leaders-set-vague-priorities-for-next-five-years/
6
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potential to contribute to poverty reduction. However, it has
somewhat been sidelined in public debates, with more
pressing issues being prioritized. This being said, it does not
mean that development cooperation policy is of minor
importance, given that there remain one billion people living
in extreme poverty with practically no access to social
services and welfare.

“The main reason the EU was not able to
secure enough funds was probably the fact that
development cooperation did not represent a
shared priority for an enlarged Union of
twenty-eight different economies.”

By signing the SDGs and the Agenda 2030,
the EU committed itself to using its
development cooperation policy as a means to
foster global well-being, social cohesion and
sustainability. This is a significant moment of
change, taking into account that the policy was
motivated primarily by economic reasons.

Investing in development cooperation, investing in a global sustainable
future
First, the EU should push member states to raise more
funds for development cooperation and to work hard to

2015: time to end extreme poverty
The New Era of development cooperation started in
September 2015, when the international community including all the EU member states - agreed on the so-called
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Agenda 2030,
new documents that frame development policy for the next
15 years. These are innovative in the way that they stress
two

key

aspects

of

forward-looking

development:

sustainability and above all inclusivity. By signing the SDGs

reach the target of 0,7% of GNI allocated to development
aid as soon as possible, since this target was to be reached
by 2015. The volume of ODA allocated to the Least
Developed Countries must be increased in order to support
the development of the world’s poorest areas and bolster
social justice. Inclusive education, being the basis of
development, must be promoted first and foremost; equal
access to healthcare and other social services must be
secured and made more innovative, all this in the
framework of more environmentally friendly solutions.

and the Agenda 2030, the EU committed itself to aligning

At this stage the member states decide, on the

its policies (including development cooperation) with its

national level, how to approach the SDGs and what policies

goals, which means using its development cooperation

to implement in order to reflect these goals. Nevertheless,

policy as a means to foster global well-being, social

the stance towards sustainable development, or rather the

cohesion and sustainability. This is a significant moment of

willingness to implement sustainable development-friendly

change for development cooperation, taking into account

policies, differs significantly within the EU. Some states,

that the policy was, at the beginning of its existence,

generally the newest members and less developed states,

motivated primarily by economic reasons and that, over the

including the Czech Republic, still tend to express, to some

years, it transformed from an instrument of post-colonial

extent, reluctance to invest into sustainability-friendly

influence into one supposed to foster global, more inclusive

policies because these do not seem to be profitable

prosperity. What does the adoption of the SDGs imply for

(enough). Nevertheless, it is important to understand that

the EU’s development cooperation policy then?

certain measures, like allocating more resources to
development cooperation with the poorest countries of the
world, even if not bringing short-term economic benefit,
may

bring

long-term

positive

change

like

global
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environment

preservation,

social

cohesion

and

sustainability The most important role of the European
Union will thus be to make all member states understand
that sustainable development is the key to the well-being of
people all over the world, allowing everybody, including the
generations to come, to live full lives in adequate living
conditions, all the while still respecting the limits of the

“Development cooperation has not been
politically very visible in the public debates due
to its technical complexity and more urgent,
political, topics requesting the attention of
European leaders. The key is therefore to
politicize the issue.”

planet ,and, importantly given the current context, that it
will mitigate potential risks to European security and limit
problematic migratory inflows. Since the Union does not

What is undoubtedly positive is the evident trend of

have exclusive competence over development cooperation,

rising consciousness of importance of sustainability,

it

growing

must

use

its

normative

power,

such

emitting

philanthropy

and

diminishing

egoism

of

recommendations or publicizing its positions in the form of

governments which is demonstrated by the positively

action plans.

Development cooperation has not been

changing character of policies outlined in this work. What is

politically very visible in the public debates due to its

more, we know, today for the first time ever, that “humanity

technical complexity and more urgent, political, topics

has the capacity, knowledge and resources needed to end

requesting the attention of European leaders. The key is

poverty and to green our economies.” (OECD, 2015). A

therefore to politicize the issue. This will be a challenge for

New Era of development being a synonym of global

European policy makers who must talk more about the

prosperity might be commencing and the EU must play the

importance of sustainability as a part of development

key role in mobilizing political will for action in order to

cooperation. The Commission, as the body representing

efficiently accompany and guarantee these changes.

common EU interests, should spearhead common action
and unite all the members in a bid to work responsibly
towards the world’s sustainable future. Its soft power to

Eva Křížková

persuade, inspire and lead by example must be used,

MA student of European Studies at Charles University in
Prague and BA graduate of International Area Studies from
the same university. She gained experience at the Czech
diplomatic mission to the UN and OECD, focusing on topics
related to development and sustainable growth.

because genuine efforts and will to contribute to a global
sustainable future cannot be forced.
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