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EUROPEAN UNION DEVELOPMENT CO-OPERATION POLICIES 

 
Between Intentions and Reality: the Issue of Coherence1

 
 

         
Introduction 
 
The sub title of this paper characterizes the feelings of many people about the European 
Union development co-operation: too often, there is a gap between the stated objectives and 
intentions on the one hand, and reality on the other hand. In this sense, the European Union is 
a split personality, a kind of Jekyll and Hyde. 
 
This paper touches on some of the major areas which relate to EU development co-operation 
policy, trying to do justice to both the stated intentions and the reality. 
 
Most articles and speeches about EU development co-operation policies start by pointing out 
that the EU is one of the major actors in international co-operation and development 
assistance. In total, the European Community and the Member States provide some 55 per 
cent of total Official Development Assistance (ODA) and more than two thirds of grant aid. 
The share of European aid managed by the European Commission and the European 
Investment Bank (EIB) has gradually increased from 7 per cent thirty years ago to 17 per cent 
today. The European Community has the political and financial responsibility for more than 
10 per cent of total ODA worldwide, an increase from 5 per cent in 1985. It is also the largest 
donor of humanitarian aid in the world. 
 
If it can get its act together, the EU is also a major player with regard to international 
economic issues, trade and foreign policy issues. Together, the EU Member States have an 
important role in the World Trade Organisation (WTO), the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), the World Bank, the International Labour Organisation (ILO), and in the United 
Nations and its specialised agencies. 
 
This means that, potentially, the EU has the critical mass to make a difference on the world 
scene. However, since the EU does not only have the critical mass (with an “a”) but also a 
critical mess (with an “e”), this potential is not always fully realised. 
 
Problems with regard to EU development co-operation manifest themselves at two levels: the 
management and organisational level, and the policy level. At the level of management, the 
European Commission is characterised by a complex bureaucracy or ‘eurocracy’, if you like. 
For outsiders, but also for insiders, it is sometimes difficult to identify who is really in charge. 
In order to authorise a given development project, some 42 signatures are required and 
sometimes the agreement must also be ratified by the German Länder.i Probably because of 
the fact that the previous Commission was sent home after the discovery of fraud, the present 
Commission is over cautious, leading to a myriad system of checks and balances and very  
long decision making processes. With the present rate of payments, it would take more than 4 
years just to clear the backlog of budgetary commitmentsii. More than Euro 20 million is 
                                                 
1 This brochure reproduces the slightly edited text of a presentation given by the General Secretary of Aprodev, 
Rob van Drimmelen, at a seminar in Stockholm, on 18th June 2001, organised by the Swedish Platform of 
Development NGOs and the Swedish Red Cross 
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sitting in Brussels waiting to be spent. Complicated and long procedures constitute one factor, 
not enough (qualified) staff is another. Development Commissioner Poul Nielson himself 
complains that files and data on the involvement of the EU in specific countries are not 
readily available and that such data can only be obtained after severe torture of his staff. 
 
In order to address the serious management problems, the Commission has recently re-
organised the way in which development co-operation is carried out. Barely 3 years after the 
Commission had established its Service Commun Relex (SCR) in order to improve its 
performance, a new complete overhaul of the management structure led to the EuropeAid Co-
operation Office which saw the light on 1st January this year. With EuropeAid, the project 
cycle, which was broken with the foundation of the SCR, was integrated again. EuropeAid is 
responsible for the whole area of development co-operation which is financed through the 
Community budget and the European Development Fund, with the exception of programmes 
for the accession countries (such as Phare) and humanitarian aid (which remains in the 
Directorate General for Development). The Office will operate under a management board 
chaired by EU External Affairs Commissioner Chris Patten. Other members of the Board are 
Commissioners Verheugen (accession), Lamy (trade) and Solbes Mira (economic and 
monetary affairs). Development Commissioner Poul Nielson is the Chief Executive Officer to 
the Board. It is hoped that the creation of EuropeAid will increase the quality of projects and 
will reduce the period necessary for the preparation and implementation of projects.  
 
Time will tell how long this new structure lasts. It is, however, disconcerting that the 
Development Commissioner seems to be downgraded to an Executive Officer who is 
answerable to a Board which is composed of other Commissioners. This creates the 
impression that External Relations and Trade have the upper hand over development co-
operation and that development concerns are being marginalised. Officials in the Commission 
already observe that, as a Chief Executive Officer of EuropeAid, Poul Nielson is excluded 
from crucial meetings where decisions are taken which affect EU development co-operation 
policies. 
 
Objectives of EU development policy 
 
The second, and major part of this paper focuses on the other level of EU development co-
operation: the level of policies. Since the Treaty of Maastricht (1992), development co-
operation is officially part of the competence of the European Community. This competence 
is shared with the Member States but the Treaty does not define the specific competence of 
the European Union vis-à-vis the Member States. It is, therefore, a matter of political 
interpretation to define what the EU should do and what are the specific tasks of the Member 
States. 
 
The Maastricht Treaty mentions 3 objectives for EU relationships with the South: 

- promoting social and sustainable development; 
- the campaign against poverty; and 
- the integration of developing countries into the world economy. 

 
The Treaty also defines 3 principles on which EU development policy should be based: 

- complementarity between development policies of the Member States and the EU, in 
order to avoid duplication and to maintain the relevance of individual programmes of 
the Member States; 
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- co-ordiniation between the Member States and the EU administration at headquarters 
and in recipient countries to ensure effective operational implementation and avoid 
contradictions between different policies; 

- coherence of all Community policies so that they take account of development 
objectives. 

 
The Amsterdam Treaty (1997) added a fourth principle: 

- consistency of all external activities of the European Union. 
 
At various occasions, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) have pointed out that the 
integration of Southern countries into the world economy cannot considered to be a goal in 
itself.iii During the last 50 years or so, Southern countries integrated into the world economy, 
often following arm-twisting by the IMF and the World Bank and through the implementation 
of Structural Adjustment Programmes which, typically, aimed at liberalisation, de-regulation 
and privatisation of Southern economies. After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 
intensification of the process that is known under the name globalisation, Southern countries 
became increasingly integrated into the world economy. However, at the same time the gap 
between rich and poor increased, at the international level as well as at national levels. 
Apparently, the integration into the world economy does not automatically lead to a reduction 
of poverty. There is, therefore, a tension, if not incoherence, between the two official goals of 
EU development policy. 
 
This tension is not resolved in the Communication on The European Community’s 
Development Policy, which was issued by the Commission in April 2000. The 
Communication maintains that the integration of developing countries, and especially the 
Least-Developed Countries, into the world economy is a necessary condition for their growth 
and sustainable and social development. At the same time, the Communication states that 
trade liberalisation is not an end in itself, and should not impose excessive burdens on 
developing countries. The Communication also says that the Community must take an 
increased focus on poverty reduction in all its development activities. It is, by the way, 
regrettable that the Communication always speaks about ‘poverty’ and never about ‘the poor’. 
Aprodev would have welcomed more consideration to the human condition of poor people, 
how they see themselves, their way of relating to each other and to others, their all-pervasive 
sense of impotence and uselessness, their loss of self confidence and self esteem, but also 
their fighting spirit, their creativity of finding solutions to seemingly inextricable problems: in 
other words, their concrete situation. Nevertheless, it is hopefully not wishful thinking to 
detect in the new Communication, a shift into the direction of a greater emphasis in EU 
development co-operation policies on poverty reduction. 
 
Geographical distribution of aid
 
One of the conditions for this to materialise is a change in the geographical distribution of EU 
aid programmes. While poverty reduction is said to be a central goal, this is not consistently 
translated in budget allocations to the poorest countries or regions in the world. In 1986, three 
quarters of EU aid went to poor countries such as Ethiopia, India, the Sudan and Senegal. 
Less than half did in 1999, against an average of 64 per cent for all donors. Now the top  
recipients are Morocco, Egypt, the Balkans and Tunisia. This is one clear illustration of the 
gap between stated goals and reality. On the one hand, it is stated that poverty reduction is a 
major aim of EU development co-operation policy; on the other hand an increasingly larger 
share of the development budget goes to better-off developing countries and to geographical 
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areas in which the EU has strong geo-political interests, such as the Mediterranean and 
Central Europe. Of course it can be argued that there are also groups of poor people in those 
countries. However, it remains doubtful whether the shift away from the poorest countries in 
the world to the Mediterranean and Central European region is primarily inspired by the 
motive to reduce poverty. 
 
Coherence and complementarity
 
Inconsistency between stated intentions and reality with regard to the geographical 
distribution of EU aid, is an illustration of the larger problem of incoherence between stated 
development co-operation policies on the one hand, and EU policies with regard to trade, 
agriculture, fisheries, foreign policy, and conflict prevention on the other hand. Since its 
inception, the EU has made big strides in greater co-operation between the Member States. 
Nevertheless, much still needs to be done to make the EU a truly cohesive community. The 
forthcoming enlargement, welcome as it is, will not make things easier in this respect. The 
problems are not only of a practical nature – how to achieve a better co-ordination – they also 
have to do with different ideas and concepts about what the EU is or should be. Should EU 
development policies be complementary to the policies of the Member States or should the 
policies of the Member States be complementary to those of the Community? Should the onus 
be on the EU or on the Member States? Should the EU be a 16th bilateral donor (in addition to 
the 15 Member States) or should the Community focus on areas in which it has a comparative 
advantage and can bring added value? Aprodev believes that the latter should be the case. 
However, we should also be self-critical and acknowledge that many development NGOs 
consider the European Commission just as an extra donor and an extra pot of money in which 
you can dip if you cannot get enough money from your governments. For such development 
NGOs the added value of EU development policies is restricted to being able to tap extra 
funds. Views also differ in the Northern and the Southern part of Europe. In general, Northern 
states regard development co-operation as a full-fledged policy area. Southern European 
states tend to see development co-operation as an instrument for foreign affairs and economic 
policies. This at least partly explains the lack of coherence between different donor countries, 
between donor countries and the EU, and sometimes between different Community policies. 
 
NGOs and coherence 
 
Although the use of the term “coherence” with regard to EU policies is relatively recent, 
NGOs have been pursuing the issue for more than 10 years, primarily in the context of the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). In 1993, NGOs in six EU countries launched a 
campaign to stop beef dumping by the EU in West Africa.iv During the 1980s, EU beef 
exports to West Africa increased sevenfold. Subsidised exports of mainly low quality EU beef 
were arriving up to 30-50 per cent cheaper in West African markets than regionally produced 
beef and were destroying the market for African farmers. The EU-subsidised exports also 
undermined the live stock development projects in West Africa, which were financed through 
the European Development Fund.v
 
In 1998, the Aprodev member agency Brot fuer die Welt produced a well-documented study 
on the effects on Namibian farmers of beef dumping by the EU in South Africa.vi In 1993, 
when South Africa lifted its import restrictions on beef, EU subsidised beef started to flood 
the South African market. This had serious adverse effects on beef farmers in Namibia for 
whom the South African market was their main outlet. Ironically, this occurred at the same 
time as the EU was investing some 3.75 million ECU in support of Livestock Marketing 
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Schemes in Namibia. What was given with the right hand of development assistance was 
taken back with the left hand of unfair trade. At their peak, export refunds were allowing 
subsidised EU beef to be sold at less than half the wholesale price of South African beef. In 
view of budgetary constraints, the EU began a process of reducing export subsidies in 1997 
but the fundamental distortions created by EU export subsidies has not been addressed. A 
similar case was made in a study of another Aprodev member, Christian Aid, which was 
published in 1997.vii

 
It was especially the beef dumping case of 1993 which gave rise to the debate about 
coherence. 
 
The EU and coherence 
 
Coherence is about ensuring that the aims and objectives of EU development co-operation 
policy are not undermined by other EU policies which have an external impact. Coherence is 
simply common sense. There is no point in the EU pursuing policies that have a particular 
goal if it also pursues policies which contradict that goal. Improved coherence is also very 
important for ensuring the effective use of scarce Community resources and good governance 
of public interests, as well as for the credibility of the EU in general. The principle of 
coherence is supported by the Treaty of the European Union, which says 

The Union shall in particular ensure the consistency of its external activities as a 
whole in the context of its external relations, security, economic and development 
policies. The Council and the Commission shall be responsible for ensuring such 
consistency…(Article 3, Title 1) 
The Community shall take account of the objectives referred to in Article 177 in the 
policies that it implements which are likely to affect developing countries. (Article 
178, Title XX) 
 

The snag is in the formulation “shall take account of”. The EU is not under any obligation to 
avoid a negative impact of its policies on the South. The new Communication on EU 
development policy is quite explicit, or blunt if you like, about this when it says that:  

It is still possible that the EU makes a political choice to go ahead with a policy 
despite its potentially negative, indirect and unintended impact on developing 
countries. In these cases, it is important to ensure that this decision is made in full 
knowledge of its indirect consequences. 
 

So you can do wrong as long as you know that you are doing wrong. You have to confess 
your sins but you do not have to change your behaviour. 
 
Reasons for incoherence
 
What are the reasons for incoherence? A few factors can be mentioned. First, there can be a 
real or perceived conflict of interest between different groups in society. Of course we should 
strengthen the position of farmers in the South but we should not forget that there are also 
groups of farmers in the EU, which need support. Second, there can be unequal power 
relationships between those who want to promote the interests of poor people and the lobby 
of, for instance, the sugar industry in the EU. Lack of knowledge of the impact of EU policies 
can be a third factor. Finally, incoherence may be the result of the EU’s complex decision-
making structure – three institutions (Council, Commission and Parliament), and two levels, 
European and national. viiiIn this context it should be stressed that there are limits to what the 
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Commission can achieve: as long as there is policy incoherence at national levels, the 
Commission can do little to achieve coherence at the EU level. 
 
Common Agricultural Policy
 
Besides the much-publicised case of beef dumping, other examples of incoherent EU policies 
can be mentioned. In 1999, Eurostep, a European network of secular development NGOs, 
published a study which showed how subsidised EU milk powder is replacing locally 
produced milk as the input for the Jamaican dairy industry.ix Local dairy farmers have had to 
throw away hundreds of thousands of litres of milk because most local processors prefer to 
use the cheaper imported milk powder instead of the locally produced milk. Until the early 
1990s, Jamaican dairy farmers were largely protected from these subsidised imports. 
However, when the Jamaican government was forced to liberalise imports as part of World 
Bank led structural adjustment policies, problems started. While hundreds of thousands of 
dollars are still being spend to support the development of Jamaica’s dairy farming, the EU 
uses some 4 million Euro in export subsidies, through which these other efforts are 
undermined. Such can be the benefits of  ”integration into the world economy”. And what 
about the other two goals of EU development policy: “promoting the sustainable and social 
development of developing countries”, and ”the campaign against poverty”? At the same 
time, there are doubts about the position of the Jamaican government. It would be perfectly 
legitimate for the Jamaican government to impose anti-dumping tariffs on the imported milk 
powder. Yet they did not do this. Why not? 
 
A similar case is reported from India. The development of the dairy industry in that country is 
an unequalled success story which became known under the name “White Revolution”. The 
so-called “Operation Flood”, one of the largest development programmes in the world and 
supported by European Union funds, came into being in India many years ago. It created 
impressive structures: 60,000 producer cooperatives, dairies and milk registration structures 
covering large areas, as well as marketing channels. Most milk suppliers are households with 
three milking cows. Two thirds of the producers are farmers without land. The income from 
the sale of milk primarily benefits women and small children directly. In the meantime, India 
has become the largest dairy producer in the world, with 78 million tons of milk products per 
year. However, the success of the Indian dairy industry is increasingly endangered by the 
rising imports of products from the European Union, such as skimmed milk powder and 
butter oil. In 1995, imports amounted to just 300 tons, but only five years later it was 18,000 
tons. These imports of subsidised milk products are a serious threat to the local producers. 
Therefore, the Aprodev member organisation EED (Evangelical Development Service) asked 
the German government in 2002 to support measures to ensure that the European Union dairy 
industry is not adversely affecting the dairy industries of developing countries.x
 
The cases of Jamaica and India are not just isolated incidents. Millions of farmers in the South 
have to compete every day with all kinds of subsidised products from the European Union, 
the United States and a few other OECD countries. Evidence is ranging from subsidised 
Italian tomato concentrate undermining local tomato processing in Senegal and subsidised 
rapeseed oil imported by the same country from the European Union replacing groundnut oil 
produced by Senegalese farmers, to surplus pig meat being dumped in the Czech Republic.xi 
xii With its 1.7 billion Euro in export subsidies each year for dairy products alone, the 
Common Agricultural Policy of the EU continues to create havoc for producers in the South. 
The 2000 World Bank Development Report estimates that $ 63 billion a year is lost by poor 
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ountries due to agricultural protection. When we realise that the agricultural sector employs 
well over half of the labour force in the South, we can see the gravity of this situation. 
 
Within the OECD, annual state payments to the agricultural sector exceed Africa’s entire 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP). If rich countries were to remove the agricultural subsidies, 
poor countries would benefit by more than three times the amount of all ODA they receive 
each year. The used rationale for these payments is that agriculture provides social benefits 
not valued by the market, such as environmental protection, food security and the 
maintenance of rural communities. 
 
Besides subsidising exports, the agricultural sector is also highly protective against imports. 
After the Uruguay Round, tariffs on manufactured goods have dropped from averages of 40 
per cent to 4 per cent while agricultural tariffs have stayed in the 40-50 per cent range. In 
addition, the use of non-tariff barriers is increasing. The EU’s proposals for the next WTO 
Round, for example, calls for import standards for meat products to be based on the treatment 
of animals in exporting countries. This was achieved after strong lobby efforts by NGOs. 
However, many Southern countries see this provision as protectionist and yet another way to 
undermine their exports.xiii

 
Most farm support falls into two categories: price-related (export) subsidies and direct 
payments to farmers. Although the EU has, since 1992, quite drastically reduced export 
subsidies, the issue does remain a sticking point in international negotiations. The scale of the 
issue becomes clear when it is realised that, if rich countries were to remove these subsidies, 
poor countries would benefit by more than three times the amount of all the overseas 
development assistance they receive each year. Price-related subsidies tend to be counter-
cyclical, rising when markets prices fall. This distorts markets even more, since it artificially 
enhances competitiveness with world exports. By contrast, direct payments to farmers do not 
immediately change relative prices. But they can still distort markets, and thereby create 
incoherence in the long term because it pushes down the prices farmers are willing and able to 
accept for their produce.xiv  
 
Food aid
 
Food aid is a case in itself. Aprodev agencies are not the only ones who have learnt that food 
aid can best be provided by buying the necessary agricultural products in the region in which 
food aid is to be dispensed. By doing so, farmers in the region are supported and local 
agricultural production is enhanced. This principle is supported by the EU’s Food Aid and 
Food Security regulation of 1996. When EuronAid, an association of NGOs involved in food 
aid and food security and using EU funds, applied this principle and purchased pulses, 
primarily beans, from African farmers for food aid in Africa, they were asked by the 
European Commission why they did not purchase the pulses in Denmark at about half the 
price. The main reason why Danish suppliers can provide pulses like pre-cooked split peas at 
a very low price is the EU fixed hectare payment for peas. The hectare support is given 
independent from the volume of produce that is produced (unlike, for example, wheat). In 
1999, EU subsidies accounted for 46 per cent of the income a Danish farmer received from 
growing split peas.xv  The question can be asked what, according to the EU, should take 
precedence: its Food Aid and Food Security regulation or support for European farmers (in 
addition to the support they already receive). 
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Fisheries
 
Similar examples can be given of other sectors and products. Take fisheries. More than 150 
million poor people in the world depend for their daily food, their jobs and their income on 
the fishery sector. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) reports that in the 
last 50 years sea catches have multiplied fourfold and that “more than a billion people living 
in 40 developing countries risk being deprived of their main source of protein because of the 
over-exploitation of fishery reserves…”. Between 50 and 60 per cent of world catches is 
produced in waters under jurisdiction of developing countries. In the waters of African, 
Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries more than 50 per cent of catches are made by foreign 
vessels. Many of these vessels come from Member States of the EU (especially from Spain, 
Portugal and France) which has fishery agreements with 17 Southern countries.xvi Typically, 
such agreements take the form of “cash for access”: the EU pays the Southern countries for 
fishing rights. Negotiators from the already over fished European Union – which in June 2000 
proposed a 50 per cent cut in cod and hake catches in the North Sea – are trying to secure 
continued access for their fleets in West African waters. The EU has recently struck new deals 
with Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde, and is seeking them with Senegal and Mauritania. All 
these West African countries desperately need the money from fishing licences. Over half of 
Mauritania’s foreign exchange earnings come from selling fish and fishing licences. In 
Guinea-Bissau, one of the world’s poorest countries, revenue from fishing licences is believed 
to be worth 40 per cent of government income.xvii The dilemma faced by these countries is 
clear; one the one hand they need the income from fishing licences, on the other they also 
need to protect their quickly depleting fish stocks. In this, they are faced with a EU which is 
eager to find a solution for its subsidised fishing fleets which has 40 per cent more boats than 
it needs.xviii

 
The fact that the EU can be a strong and even harsh negotiator is illustrated by the recently 
concluded EU-South Africa Trade, Development and Co-operation Agreement (TDCA). 
According to this agreement, the elimination of EU tariffs on South African fisheries exports 
will only come into effect once South Africa has concluded a fisheries agreement with the 
EU. However, even then tariffs are not immediately removed. Timetables for the reduction of 
tariffs on the most valuable South African fish exports are to be determined “in the light of the 
content and continuity of the fisheries agreement”. In other words, South African fish 
exporters will continue to face tariffs until their country concludes a fisheries agreement 
which is acceptable from the point of view of EU fishing interests.xix  
 
The arrival of foreign fleets from the EU and other major fishing countries has had serious 
effects on small-scale fishing communities who see their nutritional base and their livelihood 
threatened. In an effort to address this obvious incoherence with its objective of poverty 
reduction, the Commission issued a Communication, in November 2000, on Fisheries and 
Poverty Reduction. In this Communication, the Commission promises that it will promote that 
traditional fishing communities in developing countries will be consulted and given real 
influence on the use of the funds which are paid by the EU to their governments. Time will 
tell whether this approach will improve the plight of poor fisher folk. In the meantime, the 
fact that the EU will only ‘promote’ the interest of poor fishing communities stands in stark 
contrast to, and is incoherent with the strict conditionality which is applied by the EU in the 
area of development assistance. 
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Arms exports
 
Incoherent approaches can also be observed in the area of the Common Foreign and Security 
Policy of the EU. Arms exports are a case in point. It is very difficult to find reliable data on 
the trade in arms. Arms trade is not part of publicly available import and export statistics and 
is carried out through a system of export licenses which are issued on a case-by-case basis. 
Arms trade does not fall under the purview of the EU. Yet, it is estimated that the EU is 
currently responsible for 30-40 per cent of the export of conventional weapons to the South.xx 
In 1998, the EU adopted a Code of Conduct on Arms Exports. This was a laudable initiative 
but the Code is voluntary and cannot be enforced. It still allows member States to export arms 
to politically and militarily volatile regions and countries. If one Member State refuses to give 
an export license, another Member State would still be able to export the arms, be it after 
consultation with the Member State which originally refused to extent the licence. In addition, 
the criteria for conventional arms export are quite vague and subject to differing 
interpretations. Finally, the EU Code lacks transparency since it emphasises the exchange of 
information between Member States rather than public transparency.xxi  It is clear that there is 
a looming and probably real incoherence between this policy and the fact that conflict 
prevention and conflict resolution are high on the agenda of the EU. 
 
However, this policy is also incoherent in another way. Early 2001, the EU launched the 
Everything But Arms initiative according to which the Least Developed Countries will get 
duty and quota free access to EU markets for all their products except arms. Leaving aside the 
question whether the Least Developed Countries have the intention and the capacity of 
exporting arms to the EU, why should that be banned whereas the EU should keep the 
possibility of exporting arms to them? This attitude of “do as we say but not as we do” is 
clearly incoherent. 
 
Common Customs Tariff
 
Trade is an issue in itself and would require another conference, for example on a next WTO 
Round. However, as a general remark it should be observed that the Community’s Common 
Customs Tariff (CCT) is in no way designed to promote the imports of goods which are 
domestically manufactured or processed by developing countries other than the Least 
Developed Countries. Tariff escalation – the more added-value is put on the product by 
processing it, the higher the tariff – is a general feature of the Common Customs Tariff of the 
EU. Again, this is clearly incoherent with the objective to reduce poverty. 
 
Everything But Arms
 
In the context of EU development policies, special reference should be made to the 
Everything But Arms (EBA) initiative which was pushed through by Trade Commissioner 
Pascal Lamy in a period of just 5 months. For EU standards this was an extraordinarily fast 
process. Since March 2001, the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) have duty-free and quota-
free access to EU markets for all their products except arms. Originally, the three most 
sensitive products, sugar, rice and bananas were excluded from the scheme. However, under 
pressure of DG Development these products were, in the end, included, be it that the full 
liberalisation will be phased in during a transition period of 5 years for bananas and 8 years 
for sugar and rice. 
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The speed with which the decision was taken may be explained by the fact that the EU wanted 
to give a sign of goodwill in the run-up to the UN Conference on the Least Developed 
Countries, which took place in May 2001 in Brussels, and to the fourth WTO Ministerial 
Conference, due to be held in Qatar in November 2001. Trying to prevent the agricultural 
lobby against the proposal to gain momentum may also have been a reason for the speedy process. 
 
The EBA is in line with the objective of the EU to promote the integration of Southern 
countries into the world economy. It should however be realised that the EBA initiative only 
deals with imports into the EU. It does not deal with the export subsidies which are criticised 
in the coherence debate. 
 
How to judge the EBA initiative? First of all, it should please the Nordic countries in the EU. 
Time and again they argued that EU development policies should focus on the poorest 
countries in the world, and criticised the Lomé Convention and the Cotonou Partnership 
Agreement for being limited to the ACP countries which are, basically, the former colonies of 
West European countries. With the EBA, the EU has taken a measure which covers all Least 
Developed Countries. 
 
How much will the Least Developed Countries gain from the EBA? Actually, not very much. 
Most of the countries included in the new scheme make the same products as the ones other 
poor economies are currently exporting to the EU. It is likely that the expected upsurge of 
LDC exports will come at the expense of non-LDCs who are slightly better off than the 48 
LDCs. For many LDC products, the problem is not so much duties or quota’s but supply side 
constraints. In order for the EBA to be effective, such constraints have to be addressed as 
well. In this context, it has to be realised, for example, that small-scale banana producers in 
the Caribbean are not able to compete with large-scale plantations in Latin America where the 
production price is much lower. 
 
There is also a danger that more subtle forms of protection will continue. Non-tariff barriers 
such as sanitary and phyto-sanitary standards for food products – whilst motivated by the 
need to protect European consumers - are likely to constitute a major barrier to entry into the 
EU market, especially for small-scale producers. Rules of origin are another problem: how to 
prevent that non-LDC products are shipped to the EU via the LDCs? In addition, the EBA is 
not contractual. The EU can unilaterally decide to limit the imports of bananas, sugar and rice 
in case it feels that the increased volume of imports disrupts its markets. 
 
On the whole, however, the EBA initiative is a step into the right direction in spite of the fact 
that the immediate benefits for the LDCs may be limited, if only because it undermines some 
of the negative aspects of the Common Agricultural Policy. 
 
The European Commission and the Council
 
Existing incoherence between development objectives and other EU policies has not gone un-
noticed by the Council. Already back in 1992, the Council requested the Commission to 
produce a report on the issue of coherence. This request was echoed by many others but no 
report was forthcoming. Thereupon, the Council repeated its request in 1997, but this only led 
to a “non-paper” which was presented to the Council in 1999. Not being satisfied with this 
situation, Aprodev produced a media report on the issue of coherence, called Brussels’ Blind 
Spot, which was widely distributed.xxii The Aprodev report contained four recommendations 
on coherence procedures: 
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1. An inter-service working group should be established by the Commission, to intervene 
ahead of decision-making by anticipating and researching possible incoherence. 

2. A complaints procedure should be set up, open to governments, civil society 
organisations and local communities affected by EU or Member States policies. 

3. The Commission should produce an annual report on coherence to the Council. 
4. Export subsidies to countries which are developing their own production capacity 

should be phased out, and support to processors should be limited to production levels 
that cover internal EU consumption. 

 
Several Development Ministers responded to Aprodev’s report and all expressed their 
appreciation. Commissioners Patten and Lamy also welcomed the report. Commissioner 
Nielson fully sympathised with Aprodev’s objectives and observed that the Council at large 
has never asked for an assessment of the impact that any particular proposal would have for 
developing countries: “Reality is indeed the reverse. In practice the Council insists that our 
efforts towards developing countries should fully comply with existing Community Policies, 
including CAP”. The Commissioner did not see Aprodev’s suggestion for a complaints 
procedure as an adequate way forward: “These problems are of clearly political nature and the 
solutions must be found in that context”. Poul Nielson encouraged Aprodev to express its 
concerns also to his colleagues dealing with Trade and Agriculture, as well as to the 
individual Member States who are – after all – responsible for the actual decision making on 
Community legislation. In other words, don’t criticise the Development Commissioner only 
because then you would be barking at the wrong tree. 
 
Since the Council meeting in 1999, several other drafts were produced by DG Development 
but these were all blocked by the other Commission departments. It is now clear that we 
should not expect, at least not in the foreseeable future, a Communication of the Commission 
on this topic. Instead, the Commission decided, in April 2000, to establish a ‘focal point’ on 
coherence within DG Development which will screen new Community policy proposals on 
consistency with development policies, establish a data base of selected Community 
legislation with a demonstrated or expected negative impact on the objectives of development 
policy, and promote analyses of relevant cases of inconsistent Community and/or national EU 
policies. 
 
Full coherence will never be achieved. Trade-offs between conflicting objectives are 
inevitable and a certain level of incoherence is unavoidable. In real life, compromises have to 
be made on a case-by-case basis. In this sense, policy coherence is, by its nature, a highly 
political matter which, ultimately, needs to be dealt with in the political arena. Much more 
transparency and accountability is needed for meaningful participatory political debates on the 
issue of coherence. One of the problems is that no clear benchmarks have been established 
against which to assess if another priority (economic or political) is to override development 
considerations when there is a conflict of interests. If the ‘’hierarchy of values’’ is not clearly 
spelled out, EU commercial interests are bound to win. 
 
Coherence begins at home. The objectives of EU development co-operation policy cannot be 
achieved without a radical improvement of the coherence at the level of the Member States. 
More often than not, incoherence at the Community level is a mere reflection of 
contradictions in Member State positions, in cases in which specific national or group 
interests are at stake. Therefore, much more “home work” needs to be done. 
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