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Summary  
This policy brief provides an overview and 
assessments of debates on development policy. In 
view of changing international contexts, it addresses 
the need to reorient German development policy in 
the long term and initiate reforms. Five 
recommendations for decision-makers are 
formulated: 

1. “Open strategic autonomy” for development 
policy: Development policy should play an 
independent and complementary role when 
supporting partners from the Global South and 
providing global public goods. “Open strategic 
autonomy” could integrate different policy areas 
and actors, but at the same time maintain a certain 
degree of autonomy in order to act effectively.  

2. Redefining goals: Development policy is often 
seen as purely altruistic and humanitarian, but it 
should rather be understood as a soft power 
instrument. Such an understanding could help to 
break away from the restrictive discourse on 
values and interests. 

3. Interface management and ministerial 
customisation: There are debates about 
coordination between ministries and whether an 
independent development ministry (BMZ) is 
necessary. More effective interface management 
and the bundling of humanitarian aid and 
development cooperation could increase 
efficiency and effectiveness. The current coalition 
agreement provides for greater coordination of 
development policy funds, but progress so far has 
been limited. In principle, there are reasons in 

favour of an independent development policy 
department in Germany. 

4. Strategic orientation during implementation: 
Policy-based financing should play a greater role 
in order to provide more comprehensive support 
for reforms and transformations. It is advisable to 
switch from supply-orientated to demand-
orientated development cooperation. By critically 
scrutinising tied services, competition and choice 
for partner countries can be strengthened. As is 
shown by the Just Energy Transition  
Partnerships and the European Global Gateway  
Initiative, more new solutions are needed. 

5. Dealing with populist and right-wing 
nationalist movements: Development policy is 
increasingly under attack from right-wing and 
populist movements. These attacks are intended 
to undermine social consensus. In response, 
these attacks can be ignored or the bogus 
arguments can be invalidated. In order to counter 
the changed situation, the democratic parties in 
the German Bundestag should strive for a new 
cross-party consensus on development policy. 

To summarise, it is necessary to focus less on the 
populist project-related debates. What is needed is a 
more strategic and long-term perspective on 
development policy that systematically integrates 
various political and social interests and offers the 
prospect of flexible and partnership-based 
implementation. 
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Introduction 
This policy brief provides an overview and 
assessments of debates on development policy. 
With a focus on Germany, ongoing international 
discussions are also taken into account. This is 
done selectively and deliberately highlights 
individual aspects – not all relevant topics are 
given space. 

In recent months, several triggers in German 
politics have led to lively debates on development 
policy. It has been widely discussed whether 
individual projects (a notable example: “Cycle 
paths in Peru”) are necessary and effective. The 
pressure to make savings in the German federal 
budget is currently giving rise to discussions. 
Structural issues, however, receive comparatively 
little attention: What is the role of development 
policy today and in the future? What will the 
changes look like in the coming years? What 
challenges does German development policy 
face? Some indications are formulated below. 

It is argued here that development policy makes 
and should make an independent contribution to 
the management of central challenges. The 
concept of “open strategic autonomy” is based 
on positioning debates in the European Union 
(EU). It can be helpful on the one hand to open up 
perspectives of different policy areas in 
development policy, but on the other hand also to 
maintain a certain autonomy in order to act 
successfully in this policy field.  

Trends in partner countries 
The changes in development policy are reactions 
to dynamics in partner countries, changing roles of 
actors in the Global South and upheavals in global 
politics. 

1. On average, living conditions for developing 
countries and their populations have improved 
in recent decades. The Human Development 
Index (HDI) is a good indicator of this. The HDI 
was introduced in the Human Development 
Report in 1990 and goes beyond simply 
measuring the economic strength of countries. 

On average, the global HDI value and the HDI 
value for developing countries have improved.  

Nevertheless, there are exceptions. On the 
one hand, these are due to the Covid 
pandemic, and on the other hand due to the 
regional and global impact of Russian 
aggression in Ukraine – such as effects on food 
and energy prices, etc. In addition, there are 
individual countries – such as the Central 
African Republic, Sudan and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo – where there has been 
little or no long-term progress. This applies in 
particular to fragile countries. 

Despite average improvements in living 
conditions, there are still many structural and 
acute challenges for many developing 
countries. For example, the enormous burdens 
of recent years due to the external debt of 
numerous countries (such as Malawi and 
Zambia), climate-related – often fundamental – 
socio-economic crises (such as Tuvalu) and 
inequality within countries (such as 
Mozambique and Colombia).  

2. Over a long period of time, countries that were 
previously categorised as developing countries 
have been able to graduate. They are no 
longer counted as developing countries in most 
international statistics. The DAC (Development 
Assistance Committee) of the OECD 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development) regularly reviews the list of 
countries that can receive ODA (Official 
Development Assistance). Countries that 
move up into the high-income group are 
removed from the list. This process is known 
as graduation. South Korea (until 2010) and 
Chile (until 2018), for example, were previously 
ODA recipient countries.  

An important stage will be reached with the 
graduation of China. According to the DAC 
rules, China will probably no longer count as a 
developing country in September 2029. The 
requirement is that income above the defined 
threshold has been earned for three 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/dsa/dsalist.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI
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consecutive years (currently: per capita 
income of more than USD 13,845 (2022)). 

3. Dependence on ODA funds has decreased for 
most developing countries over long periods of 
time. As a middle-income country, India has 
only 0.1 percent dependence on ODA  (2021), 
while Ethiopia has a rate of 3.6 per cent and is 
comparable to Tanzania (3.8 per cent). 
However, there are still countries such as 
Burundi (20.3 per cent) that are dependent on 
ODA for 20 per cent or more of their economic 
power. 

4. One of the most important changes is that in 
recent years the importance of actors of the 
Global South has increased enormously for 
international co-operation relations in German 
and European politics. This applies to 
individual countries, above all China and India, 
but ultimately to every vote in the UN General 
Assembly. However, it also applies to 
important alliances such as the growing group 
of BRICS+ countries or the African Union. The 
Global South is increasingly developing into a 
fiercely contested strategic partner in a fluctu-
ating geopolitical situation (Klingebiel, 2023). 

The Global South as a category suggests the 
homogeneity of a group of countries that does not 
exist in reality. The sheer number of countries with 
their very different conditions – for example in 
terms of population figures, government systems 
and economic performance – shows how blurred 
or even misleading a simplistic categorisation can 
be. Nevertheless, the group (for example in the 
form of the Group of 77) is united by similar 
historical experiences, under-representation in 
global institutions, and their positioning with 
respect to Western states. The Global South is to 
a large extent the scene of political, economic and 
often military conflicts. However – and this is a 
significant difference in comparison with earlier 
periods: Countries and organisations from the 
Global South are now key players in international 
relations. This applies above all to China, but also 
to India and other players. For example, when it 
comes to voting in the United Nations General 

Assembly, it is of considerable international 
importance how South Africa or Brazil, but 
increasingly also smaller states (such as 
Rwanda), behave towards Russia and China.  

The geopolitical upheavals affect all policies. 
Development policy focusses on the Global South 
– this is a fundamental characteristic of the policy 
field. In this respect, the question is very 
important: What does all this mean for 
development policy concepts, narratives and 
operational implementation? 

Changed development policy 
Development policy in Germany, the EU and other 
Western countries has changed considerably in 
recent years. This is largely due to the very 
changeable international context and has four 
main reasons: 

1. The new significance of geopolitical and 
geo-economic issues (systemic competition 
between the USA / Western players and 
China; the impact of the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine; access to key raw materials, etc.) as 
well as escalating violent conflicts and the 
resulting humanitarian emergencies (such 
as the situation in Gaza following the terrorist 
attacks by Hamas on Israel on 7 October 
2023). For example: since the end of 2021, 
the EU has been planning to offer alternatives 
to the Chinese infrastructure programmes (the 
Global Gateway Initiative). ODA is a central 
pillar for the public financing share of this 
initiative. 

2. The climate crisis and the relevance of CO2 

reduction and adaptation measures: in 2009, 
the industrialised countries pledged to support 
the developing countries with at least 100 
billion US dollars annually to reduce CO2 and 
emissions and take adaptation measures. The 
climate financing architecture is to be placed 
on a new footing by the end of 2024. On the 
one hand, wealthy countries have a major 
responsibility in climate financing. On the 
other hand, they are also pursuing an 
enormous self-interest, as the consequences 

https://public.tableau.com/views/OECDDACAidataglancebyrecipient_new/Recipients?:embed=y&:display_count=yes&:showTabs=y&:toolbar=no?&:showVizHome=no
https://public.tableau.com/views/OECDDACAidataglancebyrecipient_new/Recipients?:embed=y&:display_count=yes&:showTabs=y&:toolbar=no?&:showVizHome=no
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/01436597.2021.1948831
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of climate change are being felt not least in 
Germany. Climate financing is an important 
reason to provide global public goods and thus 
serves direct self-interests. Insofar as this 
money comes from public budgets, these 
funds are predominantly recognised as 
development cooperation. 

3. The approach of actively managing migration 
has also been an important trigger for 
development policy changes since 2015. For 
example: the EU has had migration manage-
ment agreements with Tunisia, Egypt and 
Mauritania since 2023. They build on a first 
agreement of this kind (2016) with Turkey 
(Keijzer, 2024). They are controversial for a 
variety of reasons, and yet development co-
operation is an element of these agreements.  

4. Populist and right-wing nationalist 
movements, which are increasingly re-
presented in parliaments and governments, 
where to some extent they shape public 
debates and strongly influence the discourse 
on the meaningfulness of development co-
operation. This is increasingly the case in 
Germany. 

These reasons have affected politics, political 
decisions and social perceptions in a variety of 
ways. This applies to development policy and 
other policy areas (diplomacy, defence policy, 
foreign trade policy, etc.) that focus on meeting 
international challenges. In development policy, 
this can be recognised at various levels: 

Motifs and narratives: In principle, development 
policy is increasingly pursuing geopolitical and 
geo-economic self-interests, climate-related and 
migration-related goals, but also increasingly 
other self-interests. This applies, for example, to 
the promotion of its own economy and companies. 
Accordingly, values such as justice and solidarity, 

partner country interests, the global sustainability 
agenda (Agenda 2030) and traditional discourses 
on the effectiveness of development cooperation 
are less prominent. 

Strategies and actors: The changed motivations 
and narratives become clear at the level of 
strategic approaches, in the actions of 
development policy actors (related to policies and 
implementation) and in the joint or coordinated 
approach of policy areas. Decisions to provide 
massive civilian support to Ukraine or, in view of 
the humanitarian catastrophe in Gaza, to provide 
external aid, are generally likely to be of overriding 
political importance and (co-)determined by other 
actors outside of development policy. Other 
examples include the first German national 
security strategy, strategies relating to the Indo-
Pacific region and China-related strategies. 
Managing the interface between development 
policy and other policy areas is becoming 
increasingly relevant.  

Implementation: Projects and overarching 
programmes continue to play a role in the 
operational implementation of development 
policy. By and large, however, the approach of 
tackling multi-layered issues such as “climate 
change” and “geopolitical competition” or 
“migration management” has led to development 
policy becoming an important pillar of more 
complex political responses in recent years. 
Politicians are increasingly endeavouring to put 
together larger “packages” that combine various 
public and private financing options. Development 
policy is a central pillar of public financing. For 
Germany and the EU, such approaches are 
particularly evident in (i) Just Energy Transition 
Partnerships (JETPs), (ii) the Global Gateway 
Initiative and (iii) the EU and German migration 
agreements. 
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Box 1: What is development policy and what is development cooperation? 

In order to answer the question of how the development policy debate is conducted in Germany, it is 
useful to discuss the conceptual foundations. The term development policy goes beyond development 
cooperation and encompasses three things (Ashoff & Klingebiel, 2014): 

1. The improvement of living conditions in partner countries through development cooperation. The focus 
here is therefore on measures designed to support the socio-economic development of developing 
countries. There is an important international understanding on what is meant by development 
cooperation. The DAC is the key platform in which Germany has joined forces with 31 other OECD 
members. The DAC maintains a list of countries that are recognised as developing countries and are 
entitled to receive ODA.  

The list distinguishes between four categories of developing countries – from least developed countries 
to more advanced developing countries. The conditions vary for many services provided by German 
development cooperation or the World Bank Group. Poorer developing countries, for example, receive 
very favourable loans or full grants from KfW Development Bank’s Financial Cooperation. For better-
off countries, although development loans are subsidised, they are much closer to the conditions on 
the financial markets. GIZ’s Technical Cooperation is generally organised as a grant. This has 
advantages for partner countries (no impact on the debt situation), but also disadvantages (no 
alternatives to GIZ; hardly any opportunities to compare quality and price).  

Policy-based approaches can be used to address major reform issues with partner countries. The 
World Bank and regional development banks are primarily recommended for associated financing 
approaches. 

2. As development policy helps to shape global framework conditions and regulations, it goes beyond 
specific projects in partner countries. The 2030 Agenda and with it the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) are a universal target for all countries, and development policy stakeholders have played 
a key role in shaping them. Accordingly, development policy is also pursued in accordance with the 
norms and rules of global governance structures.  

It also entails fairly involving actors from the Global South in global governance structures. One such 
step was taken in 2023, when it was decided to add a seat for the African Union to the G20. In other 
international bodies – from the World Bank Group to the UN Security Council – developing countries 
continue to be under-represented. Other debates concern the need for coordination with stakeholders 
who influence development issues. China is known to be a highly relevant player in numerous 
developing countries through its development initiatives (the Belt and Road Initiative) or the Global 
Development Initiative (GDI)). It is in the interest of Germany and the EU to exchange on these topics 
with China.  

3. Development policy also includes issues of coherence in favour of global sustainable development. 
The focus here is on the impact of other policy areas on the development opportunities of the Global 
South (such as the consequences of the EU’s agricultural and trade policy). In this sense, development 
policy is increasingly expected to support the objectives of other policy areas – such as EU migration 
policy. 
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Germany’s performance 
in 2023, the volume of Germany’s ODA amounted 
to USD 36.7 billion, which corresponds to 0.79 per 
cent of Germany's economic strength (gross 
national income, GNI) (the so-called ODA ratio). 
This puts Germany in second place among DAC 
donors in terms of volume behind the USA and in 
fourth place in terms of ODA / GNI ratio behind 
Norway, Luxembourg and Sweden. All federal 
governments in recent decades have committed 
to at least the 0.7 per cent target for Germany. 
This target was achieved for the first time in 2016, 
then again in 2020, 2021, 2022 and 2023. 

Some background information is relevant for 
assessing the German performance: 

1. Development cooperation often goes beyond 
the goal of supporting partner countries in their 
socio-economic development. This is particu-
larly true for Ukraine. The consequences of 
Russian aggression go far beyond Germany's 
specific development policy interests or those 
of other DAC members. Ukraine is currently by 
far the largest recipient country for DAC 
donors. In 2023, they made USD 20 billion or 
nine per cent of their ODA available to it for 
civilian purposes. Ukraine received a good two 
billion US dollars from Germany in both 2022 
and 2023. This makes Ukraine the main 
partner country. 

The situation is similar for other topics that 
often attract a great deal of political attention 
outside of development policy. This applies, for 
example, to the EU’s Global Gateway 
Initiative. Its main aim is to limit Chinese 
influence in developing regions. It also relates 
to funds for international climate financing, 
which is of overall political interest beyond a 
specialised development policy department. In 
this respect, development policy promotes 
overarching political agendas. 

2. A significant proportion of German ODA is of 
an imputed nature. These are not funds from 
the federal budget that are earmarked for 
development policy purposes – i.e. transfers to 

partner countries. Rather, many efforts are of 
an imputed nature or market funds.  

Three examples: (i) Services for refugees who 
are accommodated in Germany can be 
reported as ODA according to certain criteria. 
These so-called in-donor refugee costs are not 
available for development measures in partner 
countries. This applies to 19.5 per cent of 
German ODA alone (2023). There is an 
international debate as to whether the donor 
countries are artificially “inflating” their ODA 
payments with refugee expenditure in their 
own countries. 

(ii) The situation is similar for the university 
place costs which the federal states report as 
ODA for students from developing countries. In 
Germany, these imputed costs are borne by 
the federal states and amounted to 5.3 per 
cent of ODA in 2022. 

(iii) Capital market funds can be used as ODA. 
These can be mobilised by KfW and offered to 
partner countries on favourable terms as 
promotional loans. Using KfW’s excellent 
rating on the capital markets, the German 
government can take advantage of favourable 
conditions for international cooperation 
projects without having to use funds from the 
federal budget. In 2022, these market funds 
corresponded to a share of 4.2 per cent of 
German ODA. 

3. Finally, part of German ODA comes from 
federal budget funds. A total of 17 federal 
budget sections (2021) have funds that can be 
counted as ODA. Two ministries stand out in 
particular: Firstly, the Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
(BMZ), which accounts for around one third of 
total German ODA.  

The EUR 11.2 billion planned in the BMZ 
budget for 2024 corresponds to 2.35 per cent 
of the federal budget. It should be noted that 
many investments are provided as loans via 
Financial Cooperation (FC), which are later 
returned to the federal budget. The 2024 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/2dcf1367-en/1/3/1/1/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/2dcf1367-en&_csp_=177392f5df53d89c9678d0628e39a2c2&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book#component-d1e206-b5cd116b47
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/2dcf1367-en/1/3/1/1/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/2dcf1367-en&_csp_=177392f5df53d89c9678d0628e39a2c2&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book#component-d1e206-b5cd116b47
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/2dcf1367-en/1/3/2/18/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/2dcf1367-en&_csp_=177392f5df53d89c9678d0628e39a2c2&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book#component-d1e206-b5cd116b47
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/2dcf1367-en/1/3/2/18/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/2dcf1367-en&_csp_=177392f5df53d89c9678d0628e39a2c2&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book#component-d1e206-b5cd116b47
https://public.flourish.studio/story/2315218/
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/125614/20-tab-5-a1-oda-der-bundeslaender-2017-2022.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/125614/20-tab-5-a1-oda-der-bundeslaender-2017-2022.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/125622/20-tab-3-b3-1-mittelherkunft-der-bi-und-multilaterale-oda-2020-2022.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/125622/20-tab-3-b3-1-mittelherkunft-der-bi-und-multilaterale-oda-2020-2022.pdf
https://www.bmz.de/resource/blob/125622/20-tab-3-b3-1-mittelherkunft-der-bi-und-multilaterale-oda-2020-2022.pdf
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federal budget anticipates corresponding 
repayments totalling EUR 661 million. 

Secondly, the Federal Foreign Office (AA), 
which has been responsible for humanitarian 
aid since May 2012. A total of 3.5 billion euros 
were planned in the 2024 budget of the 
Federal Foreign Office for the area of peace 
and security, which includes humanitarian aid. 
This makes humanitarian aid a central pillar for 
particularly difficult emergency situations 
(Gaza or Ukraine). These benefits are reported 
as ODA. 

Strategies and reforms 
The changed international contexts and new 
debates in Germany call for a different long-term 
perspective on development policy that takes a 
closer look at its foundations (objectives, need for 
structural reform, etc.) and the need for 
modification. Five recommendations follow: 

(i) “Open strategic autonomy” for 
development policy 

In recent years, German and European 
development policy has responded to the highly 
dynamic international context. Direct self-interests 
are now playing a greater role. In addition, there 
is participation in the provision of global public 

goods from which all countries benefit, regardless 
of whether these countries are in the EU or the 
Global South. This applies in particular to the goal 
of combating the climate crisis by reducing 
emissions or to global health issues (such as 
Covid and Ebola). 

This policy brief argues that development policy 
makes and should make a significant 
independent contribution to these key concerns. 
(i) The conceptual contribution of development 
policy consists of a systemic view: Issues of global 
sustainable development are addressed with a 
focus on countries and societies in the Global 
South. This takes into account Germany’s and 
Europe’s own concerns, but goes beyond them. 
(ii) The concrete contribution results from a 
combination of operational knowledge (how to 
achieve change with partners even under difficult 
conditions) and structural approaches (reforms of 
global policies, for example at the multilateral 
development banks or the United Nations) or 
even individual partner countries (such as working 
with partners outside of governments, for example 
in an autocratic context). 

“Open strategic autonomy” (based on EU 
positioning debates) makes it clear that openness 
is needed for different policy areas and stake-
holders and their respective concerns. At the 

Box 2: Effects 

In principle, German development policy has a close-meshed control, monitoring and evaluation network 
to oversee the substantive and fiduciary use of budget funds. With regard to risks of misuse of funds, it 
can be stated that these only occur occasionally and that prevention and control approaches are effective 
(response of the Federal Government to a minor question in the Bundestag; Drs. 20/11363). 

Some important bodies – with different mandates – are the specialised committee of the German 
Bundestag (Committee on Economic Cooperation and Development), the audits of the Federal Audit 
Office and a comprehensive evaluation system. In addition, there are international mechanisms that are 
often not acknowledged very well, such as the regular Peer Review by the DAC and the monitoring 
rounds by the Global Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation. Further analyses by 
independent institutions provide additional insights, such as the annual Commitment to Development 
Index of the Center for Global Development (CGD). 

It would make sense to further optimise German development policy. One way could be through greater 
evidence orientation in decision-making processes and by making greater use of international learning 
experiences (Esser & Janus, 2023; Marschall, 2022). International and comparative country analyses 
should be used more systematically in decision-making processes in order to set strategic goals (such 
as the reduction of tied services in development cooperation). 
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same time, however, a certain degree of 
autonomy is required for the policy field to be 
successful. This means, for example, that a 
European offer to cooperate with African partners 
takes into account the endeavours of China and 
Russia to expand their spheres of influence. It 
also means that great importance is attached to 
other perspectives (interests of the partner 
countries and populations that see an advantage 
in a multi-alignment) and added value is created 
(for example networks in countries beyond 
intergovernmental relationships).  

Against this backdrop, development policy is an 
element of political organisation that serves 
important German and European interests. This is 
particularly true in an environment that is in-
creasingly defined by geopolitics. It contributes its 
own long-term perspectives in comparison to 
other policy areas. This is an added value that 
open strategic autonomy can support. It is 
important not to slip into a crude policy of interests 
through development policy, but to utilise the 
open strategic autonomy in such a way that it 
centrally takes the interests of the partners into 
consideration. 

Recommendation: Political actors (especially 
BMZ, AA, Bundestag, think tanks, civil society) in 
Germany should reflect much more strategically 
on the structural expectations of the policy field 
and incorporate them into their programmes. 
However, the German discourse has so far only 
done limited justice to this approach.  

(ii) Redefining goals 

Although the reality of development policy has 
changed considerably in recent years, develop-
ment policy is still perceived in public and political 
discourse with a narrow focus on its altruistic, 
humanitarian goals. The policy field has been 
insufficiently able to present itself as a design 
instrument that serves to meet global challenges 
and as a central cooperation approach with 
partners from the Global South. Development 
policy should be able to define more precisely 
what potential lies beyond partnership support.  

Development policy is a central element of soft 
power. This applies to China, Turkey, the USA 
and Germany. Soft power, as defined by Joseph 
Nye, is a form of exercising power and of shaping 
opportunities through the persuasive power and 
appeal of an actor. It is demonstrably advanta-
geous for influencing international political 
decisions, but it is also a competitive economic 
advantage. Alongside other approaches (such as 
students from abroad), a country’s development 
policy is demonstrably a central pillar of soft power 
(Singh & Macdonald, 2017).  

In an international political environment that is 
increasingly dependent on “mixed alliances” of 
countries with different identities (“West”, “Global 
South”, regional attributions, etc.), it makes sense 
to emphasise how development policy can make 
better use of its intergovernmental relationships, 
but also non-governmental networks (such as 
political foundations and think tanks). 

Such potential exists not least with regard to more 
advanced developing countries (such as India) or 
even countries which in the foreseeable future will 
no longer be internationally categorised as 
developing countries (especially China, but also 
countries such as Turkey and others). It is 
important to open up opportunities for dialogue 
with these countries in order to be able to 
exchange views on norms and standards (e.g. 
with regard to Chinese development initiatives). 

Recommendation: In development policy in 
particular, there is a discourse in Germany that is 
almost impossible to resolve and only opens up 
choices between “values” and “interests”. 
However, if development policy is understood as 
a soft power approach, it follows that the interests 
and perspectives of partners do not have to 
conflict with one’s own motives. However, the 
German debate has so far only done limited 
justice to this approach.  

(iii) Interface management and divisions of 
ministerial responsibilities 

The issue of the ministerial division of policy areas 
and the management of interfaces between 
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federal ministries play a major role in government 
formation processes and political analyses (e.g. 
those made by the media). This is all the more 
true in Germany, where governments have 
always consisted of at least two coalition parties. 
This tends to promote competitive elements in a 
government, for example between the outward-
facing departments. On the other hand, this is also 
due to a pronounced departmental principle that 
guarantees the respective ministers a great deal 
of independence and personal responsibility 
under constitutional law. 

For the BMZ, this raises three fundamental 
challenges or questions in particular: 

Firstly, the question of whether an independent 
development ministry makes sense is regularly 
raised in the political debate (e.g. several times by 
the FDP party). Typically, those in favour of a 
merger (e.g. Christoph Heusgen, Wolfgang 
Ischinger) call for it to take place under the 
umbrella of the Federal Foreign Office. There are 
also diametrically opposed proposals that want to 
upgrade the BMZ or call for a reorganised 
department for global issues (most recently, for 
example, CSU politician Stefinger). 

Reference is often made to the British merger of 
the former independent Department for 
International Development (DfID) with the 
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office 
(FCDO) under Prime Minister Boris Johnson in 
2020. However, in view of a variety of factors 
(Global Britain approach after Brexit; drastic cuts 
to the development budget, etc.), this example 
does not provide any supporting evidence in 
favour of merging. Some observers believe that 
most of the synergies could have been realised in 
the UK without a merger. In this respect, the 
considerable costs of a merger could have been 
avoided. 

Secondly, the BMZ, which was created in 1961, 
was initially a “coordination ministry” that was 
gradually given additional responsibilities. At the 
same time, the coordination of German 
development policy has become increasingly 
challenging. This can be seen, for example, in the 

fact that only around a third of the ODA funds 
reported by Germany come from the BMZ. The 
DAC audit reports, for example, repeatedly refer 
to this challenge (most recently OECD, 2021). 

The 2021 coalition agreement between the SPD, 
Greens and FDP provides for more effective 
coordination: “We will coordinate ODA funds more 
closely at federal level between the responsible 
ministries in order to utilise them more effectively.” 
To this end, the BMZ initiated an exchange at 
state secretary level in 2023. So far, it is not 
apparent that this body is effectively coordinating 
the work of the various departments.  

Thirdly, it would make sense in Germany to merge 
humanitarian aid and development cooperation 
again, both substantively and for reasons of 
efficiency. There are significant overlaps and it 
would be a great advantage to pool expertise in 
order to implement measures in often difficult 
countries. 

Recommendation: Management of interfaces 
within German federal governments is 
challenging and often ineffective. This difficulty 
became apparent, for example, in the debate 
about a national security council. In terms of 
German development policy, the political parties 
should think about effective coordination options 
well in advance of the upcoming federal elections. 
Options should be more differentiated than just 
the organisation of ministries. At the same time, 
there are good reasons in favour of continuing an 
independent development policy department. 

(iv) Reforms in the implementation 

The following points are particularly relevant for 
development policy implementation issues: 

Supply-orientation instead of demand-
orientation: The BMZ’s programmable bilateral 
funds are allocated by budget lines, which offers 
partner countries little choice and largely reduces 
competition. The major bilateral cooperation 
budget lines are divided into bilateral financial and 
bilateral technical cooperation. The allocation of 
funds to the two large implementing organisations 
GIZ and KfW Entwicklungsbank is carried out 

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/heusgen-und-ischinger-aussen-und-entwicklungspolitik-aus-einem-guss-17570643.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/heusgen-und-ischinger-aussen-und-entwicklungspolitik-aus-einem-guss-17570643.html
https://table.media/africa/interview/bmz-darf-kein-anhaengsel-des-aa-werden/
https://www.idos-research.de/uploads/media/Deutsches_Institut_fuer_Entwicklungspolitik_Ashoff_04.09.2014.pdf
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without tenders. The implementation of Technical 
Cooperation (TC) is largely carried out as tied 
services by GIZ; the German federal audit 
authority repeatedly points this out. This means 
that neither the BMZ nor the partner countries 
have the option of varying the proportion of TC 
and FC. In addition, they are tied to GIZ for 
implementation and cannot choose from various 
offers from different service providers.  

It would make sense to develop options for how 
the federal government can bring about change in 
order to enable more competition, more choice for 
the partners and thus ultimately more impact. 
Measures that would be relatively easy to 
implement include, for example, those relating to 
more flexible utilisation options for budget items 
(e.g. through so-called mutual cover eligibility of 
TC and FC titles or through further-reaching 
reform considerations). 

New type of complex “package approaches”: 
Development cooperation as an element of larger 
“package approaches” in the form of JETPs, the 
Global Gateway Initiative or approaches to 
migration management are based on motivations, 
planning and coordination processes that are not 
solely or only to a small extent based on 
development policy logic. Despite the enormous 
relevance of these “package approaches”, this 
change has so far received little attention in 
development policy debates. Conceptual dis-
cussions should focus more on the question of 
how policy-based lending can be used and how it 
can provide even more targeted support for 
reforms and transformation processes beyond 
individual project approaches. It makes sense for 
policy-based lending in particular to play a 
greater role when major challenges need to be 
tackled.  

Recommendation: As far as the degree of 
partnership in the cooperation or the effectiveness 
and efficiency of development cooperation are 
concerned, central questions of implementation 
have so far been largely ignored. It would there-
fore be important to put the issue of tied services 
in particular on the development policy agenda.  

(v) Dealing with populist and right-wing 
nationalist movements 

Since 2023, the AfD party (Alternative for 
Germany) and other right-wing nationalist or 
populist movements have increasingly sought to 
make development policy a political target. This 
has often been based on (occasionally seemingly 
bizarre) individual examples. It is important to 
remember that populism is a political style 
(Bergmann, Keijzer & Hackenesch, 2024) that 
attacks a society’s existing normative consensus 
and systemically utilises exclusion and enemy 
stereotypes. This includes hostility towards 
science and subjecting minorities in the popu-
lation to typical exclusion strategies. The aim of 
populist criticism is therefore not to remedy 
possible grievances, but to dissolve the social 
consensus. This aspect is important in order to 
differentiate it from important critical discussions 
that, for example, put forward evidence-based 
reasons against the effectiveness of ODA. 

Dealing with populist argumentation patterns is 
challenging. This is especially true when these 
argumentation patterns are taken up by political 
actors and the media that cannot or cannot clearly 
be assigned to a spectrum beyond the demo-
cratically necessary diversity of opinion. This 
problem became apparent when the well-known 
project example of “cycle paths in Peru” was 
widely publicised in the media in Germany. 

Typically, two models can be distinguished as 
responses to populist-initiated debates: (i) The 
weakening of populist sham arguments through 
knowledge-based arguments, (ii) the ignoring of 
such political attack patterns. In reality, combining 
both models depending on the situation seems to 
be predominant.  

Recommendation: The transparency initiatives 
(including the BMZ’s transparency portal) of 
German development policy represent a 
democratic gain. They obviously also offer new 
opportunities for attack, but at the same time 
enable constructive and critical debates. 
Development policy should make even more 
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targeted use of findings from other policy areas on 
how to effectively limit socially undermining 
political campaigns (counter-campaigns etc.). 

The democratically orientated parties represented 
in the German parliament should endeavour to 
renew their development policy consensus. 
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