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Introduction 

This policy paper looks into the challenges and 

opportunities for traditional donors, like the 

Netherlands, that arise from the role of emerging 

powers1 in the developing world. It argues that most 

of these challenges and opportunities are the result of 

different approaches to development in low-income 

countries.  

The approach of traditional donors is aid-centred and 

mostly de-linked from commercial flows of trade and 

investment, with an emphasis on social development 

and good governance.  

The emerging powers have a business-oriented 

approach in which aid is a minor ingredient of large, 

integrated packages of (concessional) loans, trade and 

investment, with an emphasis on natural resources 

extraction and infrastructure development.  

The emerging powers challenge the aid-centred 

approach as they provide large-scale development 

financing - not necessarily aid! - on competitive terms. 

They engage low-income countries on the basis of 

political equality and do not attach political conditions 

to their financing. This contrasts sharply with the  

                                                        
1
 Emerging powers are a heterogeneous group of non-OECD countries that 

have a large size economy, strong growth rates and demand a greater say 

in global governance. The major ones are known as BRIC: Brazil, Russia, 

India and China. China is by far the largest and most influential emerging 

power. Many of the examples given in this policy brief refer to China’s 

relations with developing countries particularly in Africa. The limited space 

of this policy brief does not allow an elaboration of the significant 

differences that exist between emerging powers.  

 

 

approach of traditional donors characterised by a 

hierarchical donor-recipient relation and political 

conditionality. The emerging powers compete with  

 

traditional donors for political influence and access to 

natural resources and markets.   

There are also opportunities for cooperation as 

emerging powers have a positive impact on economic 

growth in many developing countries. The approaches 

can be seen to complement each other. The 

investment in human capital and institutional capacity 

by traditional donors may complement the financing 

of economic hardware and infrastructure by emerging 

powers.  

 

The policy brief first describes how emerging powers 

are changing the context of international cooperation: 

transformation of world economy, changing global  

distribution of poverty, aid architecture and concept 

of development. The policy brief then looks into 

South-South cooperation and ends with a discussion 

of the main implications for traditional donors.  

 

Transforming the global economy 

Past decades saw a dramatic increase of ‘South – 

South’ flow of goods, services and capital. The share 

of international trade of emerging and developing 

countries grew from 26% in 1995 to 42% in 2010. The 

World Bank expects that emerging economies will 

further increase their global share of trade and 
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China’s approach in Africa beats the West’s. In fact, China is everywhere in Africa these days, both exploiting the 

continent’s vast natural resources and pursuing infrastructure projects the West has long promised but never quite 

delivered. With the ability to deliver projects on time and on budget, China’s leaders are offering their African 

counterparts a clean-cut deal: If you work with us, we will build it – period. (Business Daily, Kenya, 20 September 

2012) 
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investment and will be the major engine for global 

economic growth by 2025.  

 

Box 1. Global power shift  

In 2003 Goldman Sachs predicted that the size of the 

Chinese economy would exceed that of Japan in 2015 

and the US in 2039. In reality it happens much quicker. 

At the end of 2010 China overtook Japan as the 

world’s second biggest economy and analysts expect 

that within a decade China’s economy will be the 

same size as that of the US. This illustrates a shift of 

wealth and economic and financial power towards the 

BRICS countries and the developing world in general.  

 

Because of the rapid increase of trade and 

investment, ODA lost its financial importance for 

middle-income countries, however not for low-income 

countries. The share of ODA and other official financial 

flows (OOF) to middle-income countries declined from 

36% in 1990 to 9% in 2010. The relative importance of 

ODA and OOF for low-income countries also declined, 

from 90% in 1990 to 57% in 2010, but remains high.    

Another feature is the rapid expansion of the middle 

class in developing countries. By 2030 the majority of 

the global middle class (66%) will live in Asia. A 

growing global middle class will spur strong demand 

for food and other commodities. This in turn will 

increase pressure on natural resources and food 

security. 

  

Global distribution of poverty 

The transformation of the world economy has 

radically changed the distribution of global poverty. In 

1990, 93% of the world’s poor lived in low-income 

countries, mostly in Asia. After 1990 global poverty 

declined sharply. Decades of high economic growth 

lifted millions out of poverty especially in China. As a 

consequence, most of the world’s poor people now 

live in middle-income countries like India (2007: 38% 

of global poor) and China (10%).  

 

The change of global distribution of poverty from low-

income to middle-income countries poses new 

opportunities and challenges for external 

development actors.  

 

They can decide to focus on poverty in low-income 

and conflict-affected countries, assuming that poverty 

in middle-income countries will further decline as a 

result of sustained economic growth. Or they can 

decide to continue working in middle-income 

countries and focus on issues of equity, inclusion and 

transparent and accountable governance. In both 

cases an approach beyond traditional aid is needed.     

 

An outdated international aid architecture 

Emerging powers have begun to cooperate to demand 

a bigger political say in, and counterbalance Western 

hegemony over multilateral negotiations and agencies 

like the UN, WTO, World Bank and IMF. The 

cooperation takes many forms and has led to the birth 

of many new acronyms like G-20, BRICS and IBSA.  

The emerging powers have stayed largely outside of 

the international aid architecture. They have no 

incentive to join the OECD/DAC and comply with ODA-

rules and criteria, because their approach to aid is 

different.  Instead they have created new forms of 

multilateralism like the Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation (see box 2) and the India-Africa Forum 

Summit held in 2008 in New Delhi. 

 

Box: 2 Forum on China-Africa cooperation  

A cold and sunny November morning in 2006: the 

leaders of 48 African countries make their way to the 

Great Hall of the People on Tiananmen Square, 

passing by giant billboards with photos of African 

peoples, wild life and spectacular scenery. President 

Hu Jintao personally welcomed the African leaders at 

the third Forum on China-Africa cooperation, probably 

the largest international summit ever to have been 

held inside China. The Beijing summit was a big 

success. The Chinese government pledged US$ 5 

billion in loans, the doubling of development 

assistance by 2009 and to increase trade to over US$ 

100 billion by 2010.   

 

The emerging powers played a marginal role at the 

high level meetings on aid effectiveness in Paris and 

Accra. The Paris declaration does not mention South-

South cooperation. This changed in Busan when, in 

the context of the financial crisis in the US and Europe, 

the growing role of emerging powers and South-South 

cooperation was acknowledged. Busan called for a 

global partnership for effective development 

cooperation. This should lead to a new aid 

architecture that includes emerging powers.  

 

Contentious views on development  

The global discourse on development has become 

more contentious. Western values and conception of 

development no longer dominate the international 

debate. The economic success of emerging powers 

has made them the new role models for developing 

countries (see box 3). The China model, sometimes 

referred to as Beijing consensus, prioritizes state-led 

economic growth without democratic reform. This 

reflects the lack of consensus in a long-standing 
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debate on human rights. While the West emphasises 

civil and political rights, China attaches more 

importance to economic, social and cultural rights. 

Suppression of political rights and authoritarian 

politics are justified if they lead to economic growth. 

In short, it is economic development first and 

democracy later.      

Emerging powers show little enthusiasm for the 

promotion of good governance as it is perceived to 

contradict the foreign policy principles of sovereignty 

and non-intervention.  The implementation of anti-

corruption measures as required by Western aid 

donors is considered to be meddling in domestic 

affairs of others. They see political conditionality as an 

attempt to impose Western values on developing 

countries, undermining their sovereignty.  

 

Box 3: China as role-model for Africa 

During the inauguration of the brand-new African 

Union headquarters in Addis Ababa on January 28, 

2012, late Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi 

praised China’s state-led economic model. He 

criticised Western economic recipes for Africa as 

market fundamentalism and a cure than turned out to 

be worse than the disease.  

"China - its amazing re-emergence and its 

commitments for a win-win partnership with Africa - is 

one of the reasons for the beginning of the African 

renaissance," he said. 

 

South-South cooperation 

The approach of emerging powers to low-income 

countries is based on the idea of South-South 

cooperation. South-South cooperation has a long 

history that goes back to the Bandung conference of 

1955, the non-alignment movement and G77. It has 

always been a much wider concept than aid and 

includes trade, investment and technology transfer. 

This is often poorly understood as can be seen in The 

Economist article ‘Charity begins abroad. Big 

developing countries are shaking up the world of aid’ 

(August 13, 2011). The article cites a research by the 

University of New York Wagner School that puts China 

second on the list of largest donors in the world with 

an estimated aid volume of $25 billion. Brazil and 

India are said to have doubled their aid in recent 

years. The article concludes that the OECD donors' aid 

monopoly is finished.  

The Economist confuses BRIC development financing 

with aid. The lion’s share of the $25 billion reported 

by the Wagner School is export credits and non-

concessional state loans that do not meet ODA 

criteria. In fact, the BRICS are still modest donors 

when compared to OECD donors. According to 

Deborah Brautigam, expert on China – Africa relations, 

China disbursed $1.2 billion of aid to Africa in 2008. By 

comparison, USA disbursed $7.2 billion and the World 

Bank $4.1 billion (see picture).    

 

 
 

The World Bank estimates that aid of BRIC countries 

adds up to $3.9 billion in 2009, which is approximately 

3% of total ODA. 

The confusion about the size of the aid programs of 

the BRIC countries also has to do with a lack of 

transparency. The BRIC countries do not use the 

OECD/DAC definition of ODA and do not report on aid 

disbursements in a transparent way that allows for 

comparison.     

 

The BRIC countries focus their aid on neighbouring 

countries and regional integration, with the exception 

of China and Brazil (respectively 46% and 57% of their 

aid goes to Africa). They prefer technical assistance 

and turnkey projects to financial assistance.    

 

The press release for a 2011 report on Brazil-Africa 

relations, ‘Bridging the Atlantic’ quoted World Bank’s 

Vice President for Africa, Obiageli Ezekwesili saying:  
“Brazil and Africa are natural partners, with emerging 

economies playing a bigger role in the global agenda and new 

South-South arrangements becoming stronger, the traditional 

model of ‘development cooperation’ is being questioned. This 

model of aid based on the ‘developed North’ providing aid to 

the ‘developing South’ is no longer valid.”  

Brazil is seen to export its development success to 

Africa. Rather than advising on what should work, as 

the West does, Brazil limits the scope of its aid to 

policies that have worked without any doubt.    

The World Bank report illustrates the positive buzz 

that surrounds South-South cooperation nowadays. 

With the emergence of a multipolar world it has 

moved to the centre of the debate on the future of 
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development cooperation. Proponents of South-South 

cooperation believe that it avoids many of the pitfalls 

that trouble traditional aid: 

• South-South cooperation is seen to be more 

responsive to the needs of other developing 

countries, while traditional aid is driven by 

priorities of donors;  

• South-South cooperation promotes mutual 

benefit and economic win-win, while traditional 

aid is based on charity and grants; 

• South-South cooperation is based on the 

principles of equality and self-reliance, while 

traditional aid is characterised by an unequal 

donor-recipient relation and donor dependency; 

• South-South cooperation is well adapted to local 

conditions, while traditional aid imposes its 

‘superior’ technologies and institutional models.  

• South-South cooperation is faster and cheaper 

because it has no strings attached and involves 

less expensive consultants or expatriates (because 

of lower labour cost in BRIC-countries).  

Some cautionary remarks on the ‘success story’ of 

South-South cooperation need to be made. Although 

much is written about South-South cooperation, there 

is a lack of independent evaluations and scientific 

research that support the positive claims mentioned 

above. Furthermore South-South cooperation has its 

own shortcomings and contradictions. It adds to 

proliferation and fragmentation of global aid. Unequal 

power relations and conflicts of interest between the 

emerging powers and developing countries stand in 

sharp contrast to the rhetoric of friendship, equality 

and mutual benefit. There are rising tensions in Africa 

about the labour conditions in Chinese mines and 

infrastructure projects. Labour protests in Zambia’s 

copper belt recently culminated in the death of a 

Chinese manager.   

It is naïve to see South-South cooperation as the 

panacea for the ills of development aid. Western 

donors can learn from South-South cooperation, but 

should not copy it, as it is rooted in different historical 

experiences and values. Furthermore the relationship 

between politics and economics is very different 

between OECD-countries and emerging powers. The 

state-controlled mechanisms that coordinate the 

integrated packages of trade, investment and aid 

simply do not exist in OECD-countries.  

 

Western aid is motivated by self-interest – 

enlightened or not – and a moral obligation to help 

the poor. Western donors have progressively delinked 

ODA from trade and investment and have shifted their 

focus to social sectors like health and education that 

make up the majority of the Millennium Development 

Goals.  

The prime driver of South-South cooperation is 

economic opportunity. Aid is embedded in an outward 

trade and investment strategy and can be seen as an 

instrument of economic diplomacy. Much of South-

South cooperation focuses on infrastructure 

development, which is consistent with the ‘Asian’ view 

on development that prioritises economic growth. 

There is an old Chinese saying: “If you want to get 

rich, build a road first”.  

 

The business-like approach of the emerging powers is 

well received by the governments of other developing 

countries. They favour the focus on economic 

opportunities through increased trade and investment 

over dealing with conditionalities of Western aid. This 

was clearly illustrated by a diplomatic row that 

erupted in Kenya in May 2012. The German and 

French ambassadors complained that it was difficult 

to meet President Kibaki because he gave priority to 

contacts with China and India. An article in a Kenyan 

newspaper explains why Kibaki had little time for 

European diplomats: 
“The West has failed to change its approach to dealing with 

Kenya and African states in general. They still continue to have 

unachievable conditions attached to their interactions with 

African states, conditions that are not reflective of our needs.   

[]A typical western project  is normally small, with 

overwhelming conditionalities and a trail of expatriates to take 

back the dollars. China on the other hand, first seeks to 

understand where we are coming from economically and then 

facilitates our requirements to allow for growth” 

One could discuss if the article presents a fair 

assessment of Western aid and China’s engagement, 

but that is not the point. The article reflects a 

common perception in Africa of the failings of 

Western aid and by comparison the success of 

engaging with emerging powers. It has been said 

before: Western donors need to give up the 

paternalistic attitude and thinking that are rooted in 

an illusion of moral and cultural superiority.  Emerging 

powers have clearly demonstrated that many roads 

lead to Rome. The claim that the West knows what 

other countries must do to develop has little 

credibility left amidst a profound economic and 

financial crisis.  

 

Implications for Western donors 

Western donors have for a long time tried to convince 

emerging powers to join the existing aid framework. 

This strategy has been unsuccessful. A new strategy is 

needed that acknowledges the changing global 
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context and sees emerging powers as competitors and 

as equal partners to cooperate with and learn from.    

 

• Coping with the changing global context 

As we have seen, the majority of the world’s poor now 

live in middle-income countries, where ODA plays a 

very minor role. Will future development cooperation 

be more about an exchange of knowledge than 

transfer of money? Are Western donors ready to 

engage middle-income countries in a different way? 

Or will Western aid focus on low-income and conflict-

affected countries, where the relative share of ODA is 

still high?  

• Cooperating with emerging powers  

Do we frame the role of emerging powers in 

developing countries as a threat, undermining 

Western support for good governance and 

development? Or do we see it as an opportunity and 

seek dialogue and cooperation? Are we able to 

identify common interests like stability, security, 

economic growth and sustainability and create new 

alliances? Will we agree on a division of labour that 

includes emerging powers in which all parties do what 

they are good at, and complement each other? 

• Competing with emerging powers 

Do we want to compete on the same terms as 

emerging powers, integrating aid in a larger package 

of trade and investment directed at infrastructure 

development and productive sectors? Do we follow 

the example of emerging powers and move from an 

aid strategy to an investment strategy?  

Or do we want to compete on our own terms and 

continue the focus on aid effectiveness and social 

sectors and do it in a better and more responsive 

way?  

There is an underlying moral aspect to these 

questions. Do we want to compromise on our norms 

and values in an effort to increase competitiveness, or 

are we true to our norms and values in the 

engagement with developing countries?   

• Learning from emerging powers 

In a report for Norfund ‘China in Africa: What can 

Western donors learn?’ Brautigam suggests five 

lessons for Africa’s Western partners: (1) Africa is 

open for business. We need to rethink how we can 

combine limited aid funds with private investment in 

ways that boost employment and economic 

transformation; (2) we need to replace the one-way 

transfer from donor to recipient with true ownership 

and partnership; (3) less emphasis on governance and 

economic conditionality; (4) prioritise infrastructure 

and (5) create policy space for experimentation.  

Brautigam suggests that Western donors should move 

from aid to investment, from social to economic 

sectors and drop political conditionality. She claims 

that it is a development strategy emerging powers 

learned from their own experiences and that works.   
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