
Global dynamics  
matter to Europe

The EU has embarked on a reflection process 
on how best to engage with developing coun-
tries that have made significant development 
progress but still face many challenges in 
meeting the 2030 Agenda. It will not be pos-
sible to adhere to the principle of ‘leaving no 
one behind’ (one of the fundamental princi-
ples of the 2030 Agenda) if poverty and ine-
quality in these countries are not addressed. 

Whether the EU and its member states will be 
able to honour their commitment to sustain-
able development, safeguard their interests 
and remain relevant in a much more multipo-
lar world will depend on how they frame their 
future relationship with MICs and MADCs.
The interdependence between the EU and 
the rest of the world is one of the fundamen-
tal reasons for the EU’s engagement with 
these countries. 

SAILING NEW WATERS IN 
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 
On the way to framing future EU engagement  
with more advanced developing countries

How does the European Union (EU) engage with 
middle-income and more advanced developing 
countries (MICs and MADCs)? How can the EU  
improve its future engagement?

The current debate is too ambivalent and shies away from clear 
choices. A dedicated form of policy guidance on the EU’s priorities in 
engaging with such countries would help to reconcile the many drivers 
behind its engagement and address some of the trade-offs.

Clear policy guidance could be combined with operational flexibility by 
adapting action to specific EU objectives and partner country demands. 
Collaborating with different actors from both within and outside the 
EU, such as businesses, local authorities and civil society, would bring 
distinct benefits.

The negotiations on the EU’s post-2020 budget and the ensuing pro-
gramming process will help to further clarify the EU’s offer, which could 
build on its most valued assets, i.e. its continental scale and network, its 
expertise and the richness of the tools it has available for cooperation.

Making policies work

Multilateral cooperation and collective action 
are paramount to making progress on issues 
that figure prominently on the EU’s agen-
da, such as dismantling terrorist networks, 
addressing migration and tackling climate 
change. The EU’s objectives for better region-
al dynamics and a rule-based multilateral sys-
tem need to take account of a world in which 
power is diffused over a larger number of ac-
tors than before. As they grow more power- 
ful economically, so MICs and MADCs are also 
competing with the EU member states.

MADC: 
an ambiguous label

The MADC label comes with a degree of 
ambiguity that allows for discretion in 
tailoring partnerships with different countries, 
but which can at the same time leave too 
much room for political shifts and opaque 
managerial decisions. 

The MADC debate centres around two issues: 

1. How better to engage with upper middle-
income countries (UMICs) and some lower 
middle-income countries (LMICs), with 
whom the EU wishes to forge partnerships 
for sustainable development based on 
mutual interests.

2. How to ensure that development lessons 
and networks are preserved when countries 
graduate out of the Development Assis-
tance Committee (DAC) list of aid recipients. 

The MADC label could be a welcome concep-
tual innovation, providing as it does a better 
means of capturing the reality of certain MICs. 
The category includes countries as diverse as 
Argentina, Cape Verde, Kenya and China. MICs 
also have certain sub-national structural in-
equalities, which mean that income growth 
alone does not necessarily translate into effec-
tive poverty reduction or shared prosperity. 



On the basis of this diversity, the use of in-
come-based categories for development poli-
cy-making, and for phasing out aid in particu-
lar, has attracted criticism from many quarters. 
Sustainable Development Goal 17 (‘strengthen 
global partnerships for development’) sets a 
target for developing ‘measurements of pro-
gress on sustainable development that com-
plement gross domestic product’. This may be 
seen as an anchor for the creating better meas-
ures of sustainable development.

Clearer policy guidance 

The variety of drivers in the EU’s policy frame-
work for renewed engagement with MICs 
and MADCs is a good thing. However, they 
bring with them a need to negotiate varying 
interests and make clear choices about what 
to prioritise. Dedicated policy guidance would 
help this process and drive more purposeful  
EU action. 

The new EU Consensus on Development re-
gards MICs and MADCs as key players for 
achieving the 2030 Agenda and as being in 
line with the EU’s objective of reducing, and 
ultimately eradicating, poverty. The EU views  
these countries as allies in the promotion of 
regional stability, global public goods and de-
velopment, including by means of South-South 
and triangular cooperation.

Although the EU Global Strategy (EUGS) focus-
es on the EU’s neighbourhood, it looks towards 
‘like-minded and strategic’ countries as key to 
the achievement of European objectives for 
security, climate change, sustainable develop-
ment, migration and global prosperity. 

 
Tailoring:  
opportunities and risks 

Different actors place differing – and some-
times overlapping – interpretations on the 
concept of tailoring as presented in the new EU 
Consensus on Development:

• adapting to the EU’s interests and priorities;
• allowing scope for country ownership and 

mutual interests;
• adapting the EU’s tool box for cooperation to 

specific contexts.

Different versions of tailoring come with both 
potential benefits and potential drawbacks. 

Such trade-offs need to be carefully identified. 
Adequate mechanisms for accountability and 
inclusive decision-making will also need to be 
put in place. 

The EU Consensus states that innovative 
partnerships for development are to be  
‘increasingly diversified and tailored’ to specific 
contexts, priorities and needs. The EU Consen-
sus builds on the EU Agenda for Change (2011), 
which established the principles of differenti-
ation (i.e. a focus on countries most in need) 
and graduation (i.e. the phasing out of bilateral  
aid for some UMICs).

Innovative partnerships: 
politically-informed 
work at country level 

Successful partnerships between the EU and 
MADCs based on mutual interests depend on 
their willingness to work together on what 
they see as common, beneficial agendas. 
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The diversity of middle income countries

OPPORTUNITIES RISKS

• Political agility to align with EU priorities
• Better response to different contexts
• Flexibility to use the available tools
• More space to align with mutual interests

• Piecemeal approach resulting in loss of 
coherence with EU objectives

• Short-term interests take precedence over 
long-term objectives

• Neglect of low-priority countries
• Less transparency and accountability

Classification based on 2016 World Bank country income historical classification, 2016 UN DAC list, and 2016 OECD States of Fragility Report.



A more politically-informed approach that em-
powers the multiplicity of potential national 
allies beyond governments would help greatly 
to promote progressive agendas.

Fewer gaps,  
greater consistency

The EU’s external financial instruments (EFIs) 
that cover MICs and MADCs differ in their ra-
tionale for engagement, their geographical 
coverage and the size of their allocations to 
MICs. As a result, countries facing similar chal-
lenges may be treated differently depending 
on the instrument used, rather than in accord-
ance with their needs or even their relevance 
to the EU.

The existing package of EFIs is the result of 
lengthy negotiations among EU member 
states and institutions. A more coherent ap-
proach to the post-2020 EU budget would 
need to address differing interests. 

Despite the emphasis placed by the Agenda 
for Change on fragile contexts and least devel-
oped countries (LDCs), it has proved difficult to 
shift EU aid away from MICs.1 Between 2007 
and 2016, MICs received ever larger quantities 
of EU aid, peaking at €9.9 billion in 2016. This is 
about 58% of EU bilateral aid in the same year; 
the proportion has remained broadly the same 

701–3050

401–700

301–400 

201–300

101–200 

51–100 

0–50

MICs receive differing amounts of EU aid

since 2011. LDCs have received less than half of 
EU aid that goes to MICs (about 23%).

This distribution of EU aid has been driven 
by increases in the level of aid to the neigh-
bourhood and the Western Balkans, but there 
are nonetheless striking differences between 
individual countries. Turkey has consistently 
received by far the largest amounts (€3 billion  
in 2016). 

There are also wide differences in the way in 
which EFIs distribute resources among the var-
ious country groups.

A rich toolbox for 
navigating trade-offs  
and renewing 
engagement

The EU’s tool box of political relations, financial 
resources and technical expertise is a major 
asset in its cooperation with MICs and MADCs. 
Our research showed that policy-makers and 
practitioners alike are interested in making effi-
cient and effective use of the full range of tools 
to plug existing gaps. This could be, for exam-
ple, in order to strengthen climate change co-
operation with major emitters of greenhouse 
gasses, or to transition from productive policy 
dialogue to joint initiatives. 

Effective use of the tool box would also be a 
means of better navigating the trade-offs that 
are the inevitable result of limited political and 
financial resources. These trade-offs include, 
for instance, those between commitments to 
LDCs and support for MICs, and those between 
a focus on the EU’s neighbourhood and its 
global ambitions. 

The current emphasis on blending and peer-
to-peer technical exchanges among public 
administrations could work in some contexts. 
However, it does not offer a solution to all prob-
lems. Grant aid will remain vital for, for exam-
ple, supporting national civil society or financ-
ing experimental initiatives. 

In addition to making more effective use of 
certain tools, the EU institutions also need to 
adapt to changing times and new challeng-
es. This means improving coordination, be-
yond those directorates with an exclusively 
external mandate, and assigning a stronger 
role to EU delegations. Staff should become 
better prepared to handling policy issues, as 
cooperation with different actors in MICs and 
MADCs moves towards more collaborative and 
adaptive policy-making. Better collaboration 
between member states and the EU would 
generate distinct benefits, although work-
ing together has proved complex to achieve  
in practice. 

ODA gross disbursements in 2016, euro million, constant 2015 prices. OECD DAC Credit Report System. 

1. All calculations refer to aid disbursed by EU institutions (not individual member states)
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Which steps can the EU take to improve its engagement with these countries? 

How to work more effectively?

Clear policy guidance

Match MADCs and EU demands

Work more with non-state actors in developing countries and in Europe 

Use EU flexibility and adaptability at implementation level 

Expand the expertise of EU staff, in line with local realities

Work in synergy with the EU toolbox:
•  Policy and political dialogue
•  Policy coherence for development
•  Grants
•  Blending
•  Peer-to-peer exchanges and knowledge sharing 
•  Technical cooperation
•  Trilateral cooperation and support to South-South cooperation

Sustainable Development Goals

Global challenges

Economic competition

Changing multilateral order

Regional dynamics

 Why are MICs and MADCs* important for the EU?

EU

EU

* MICs and MADCs are middle income countries and more advanced developing countries. 

HOW THE EU CAN BETTER ENGAGE WITH MIDDLE-INCOME 
AND MORE ADVANCED DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

Who are the relevant actors?

Religious 
organisations

Academia Cooperatives Local 
governments

European 
Union

MICs and 
MADCs

Local 
NGOs

Business 
associations

Trade 
unions

Others


