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Brazil joined the club of the European Union’s (EU) 
strategic partners in 2007 when the two parties met for 

their first bilateral summit in Lisbon. The gathering was hailed 
as a turning point in the long-standing relations between the 
two partners,1 reflecting the Union’s acknowledgment of Brazil’s 
increasingly global stature.2 The new framing has expanded 
relations beyond the bilateral dimension of the European 
Commission’s Country Strategy Papers, highlighting the potential 
for collaboration in multilateral and global fora. It opened the 
door for jointly addressing international development issues, such 
as global poverty, social inclusion and development cooperation, 
as well as a range of related global governance issues, including 
multilateralism, peace and security, trade and climate change. The 
ambition to broaden EU-Brazil engagement was materialised in 
the Joint Action Plan 2012-2014, endorsed at the fifth bilateral 
summit in Brussels in 2011.3 

This paper analyses EU-Brazil engagement in international 
development. It looks at their interaction in multilateral forums, 
as well as trilateral cooperation in third-party developing 
countries. The analysis suggests that multilaterally the scope for 
engagement is limited given that much of the debate is infused 
by a discourse that, by juxtaposing ‘North’ versus ‘South’ and 
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‘traditional’ versus ‘emerging’ players, places 
Brazil and the EU on opposing sides. Yet, 
there are opportunities to build alliances 
around specific thematic issues, such as the 
global fight against hunger. With regard to 
trilateral cooperation, the analysis reveals a 
mismatch between high-level pledges and 
motivations on the one hand and on-the-
ground operational capacity on the other. 
It also shows a fading emphasis on this 
modality of engagement. There is still scope, 
nonetheless, for joint learning on trilateral 
cooperation. This is the case with Brazil 
and several EU member states. This process 
could inform the debate on development 
effectiveness among the parties and on the 
multilateral stage, and help move beyond 
the North-versus-South narrative.

The rise of  
Brazil in inTernaTional 
developmenT 

Brazil as a bilateral development partner
The rise of Brazil as an international de-
velopment player is a relatively recent phe-
nomenon. It reflects both Brazil’s increasing 
importance in the world economy (as the 
seventh largest world economy in nominal 
GDP terms) and the result of an active dip-
lomatic campaign, spearheaded by former 
President Lula da Silva. Moved by a coun-
ter-hegemonic impulse and an emphasis on 
South-South relations, the Lula administra-
tion was keen on matching Brazil’s influence 
in global governance with the country’s eco-
nomic standing, as well as affirming Brasilia’s 
position as a regional power.4 Brazil’s devel-
opment cooperation has been instrumental 
to the achievement of such goals, helping to 
forge new alliances across the Atlantic and 

gradually build muscle in international af-
fairs. Although the objective of gaining a 
seat at the United Nations Security Coun-
cil continues unfulfilled, the appointment 
of two Brazilians to head the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO) and the Food and Ag-
riculture Organisation (FAO) are pay offs of 
the South-South offensive. 

Brazilian cooperation increased swiftly during 
Lula’s presidency, particularly in Africa where 
Brazil’s diplomatic presence doubled during 
this period5 and its partnerships spread well 
beyond its traditional language affinities with 
Portuguese speaking countries. Today, Brazil 
runs technical cooperation projects in 95 
countries, 42 of which are in Africa.6 

Brazil’s ‘solidarity diplomacy’, a legacy of 
Lula’s South-South cooperation narra-
tive, translates into guiding principles such  
as demand-driven action and no interference 
in partner country’s affairs. Brazilian coop-
eration also claims to have no commercial  
interests attached and be solely based on 
solidarity, although the argument is under-
mined by the ‘mutual benefit’ discourse that 
is gaining ground. In 2013, President Dilma 
Rousseff announced the creation of a new 
agency for international cooperation, trade  
and investment, to replace the Brazilian  
Cooperation Agency (ABC) that is part of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The policy scope 
of the new agency confirms the increasingly 
dominant business motivations informing  
partnerships with developing countries,  
although questions remain as to how this 
new agency would fit into the current institu-
tional set-up. In the meantime, cooperation 
modalities are gradually adapting to a more 
commercially-minded focus – for example, 
the More Food International Programme is 
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using a new concessional lending window to 
export Brazil-made tractors and other agricul-
tural machinery and equipment to Africa.7

Brazilian authorities define the country’s 
cooperation as comprising technical coop-
eration, educational cooperation (or scholar-
ships), scientific and technological coopera-
tion, humanitarian cooperation, refugee pro-
tection, peace operations and contributions 
to international and regional multilateral 
organisations.8 Debt relief and concessional 
lending are not yet considered part of devel-
opment cooperation. However, these go hand 
in hand with bilateral technical cooperation 
initiatives. The same applies for growing in-
vestment lending by the Brazilian National 
Development Bank (BNDES).

Despite representing a small proportion of 
Brazil’s official cooperation (6 per cent of an 
overall amount of US$ 923 million in 2010),9 
technical cooperation has gained considerable 
visibility in recent years. It is less about the 
volume of resources invested and more about 
Brazil’s distinctive practice of it. The fact that 
the latter draws on Brazil’s own public policy 
experiences, technology and know-how is seen 
as an added value of Brazilian cooperation.10 
This adds to Brazil’s claim of affinity  
with technical support recipients, which is 
particularly strong in terms of cooperation in 
the agriculture and health sectors in tropical 
countries that share similar agro-ecological 
and epidemiological conditions.

Brazil’s engagement in multilateral  
and minilateral fora
Brazil’s sizeable contributions to multilateral 
development organisations, which in 2010 
accounted for two thirds of the country’s total 
official development cooperation,11 reflect its 

long-standing commitment to multilateral-
ism.12 Yet, Brazil’s influence in international 
fora remains limited. Its priorities in relation 
to multilateralism, including reforming the 
governance structures of leading multilateral 
organisations and strengthening the role of 
the UN in global affairs, remain largely un-
met. However, Brazil has assumed a lead role 
in building an alliance among developing 
countries to counter the perceived dominance 
of the United States and Europe and promote 
a more multipolar order, without compro-
mising the ambition to build a stronger mul-
tilateral system. This is reflected in the estab-
lishment in 2003 of the G-20 of developing 
countries13 in the context of the WTO.14 Bra-
zil also plays a central role in other counter-
hegemonic ‘minilateral’ alliances established 
in recent years, such as IBSA (India, Brazil 
and South Africa), BASIC (Brazil, South Af-
rica, India and China), and BRICS (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa). Inter-
national development issues are relatively low 
in the agendas of these groupings, which in 
practice focus more on pursuing the individ-
ual or collective geostrategic interests of their 
members. However some initiatives, such as 
the envisaged creation of the BRICS develop-
ment bank, may have an impact on the global 
development system and Brazil’s own engage-
ment in international development. 

There are two areas in particular where Brazil 
has the potential to influence the international 
development agenda in general and specific 
processes, such as the negotiation of the post-
2015 UN development framework. These 
are the global fight against hunger and food 
insecurity, and environmental sustainability. 

Brazil is a player in ascendency in the global 
fight against hunger. The election of José 
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Graziano as FAO Director-General has 
placed Brazil at the centre of the international 
fight against hunger, with Brazilian public 
policies (for example, Fome Zero or the Food 
Acquisition Programme) and discourse (the 
idea of family farming,15 for instance) being 
increasingly portrayed as sources of inspiration 
for global action.16 This is complemented by 
high-profile actions of the Lula Institute, 
particularly in Africa, with former President 
Lula as the Brazilian ambassador for the 
hunger cause, and a more active Brazilian 
diplomacy at large.17 

Regarding the environmental sustainability 
agenda, Brazil is pursuing a multipronged 
strategy, which includes playing a leadership 
role in multilateral processes (for example 
it hosted the 2012 UN Conference on 
Sustainable Development, or Rio+20), 
working through South-South alliances, 
and strengthening relations with developed 
nations. Together with Southern allies, 
particularly within BASIC, Brazil has been 
pushing for a ‘common but differentiated 
responsibilities’ perspective with regards to 
climate change,18 an approach that is echoing 
across the post-2015 debate.19 However, 
Brazil has also sided with the United States 
and the EU on issues such as renewable energy 
sources and biofuels.20 It is debatable whether 
these moves are part of an ‘environmental 
multilateralism’ strategy, or whether they 
are simply a set of uncoordinated actions 
in response to different Brazilian interests 
(including business interests).

Trilateral cooperation
While ‘South-South’ coalitions have been 
strengthened via bilateral and minilateral 
channels, alliances with member countries of 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) – particularly 
Japan, Germany and the United States – 
and established international organisations 
(particularly UN agencies) have not 
been disregarded, as suggested by Brazil’s 
engagement with trilateral cooperation 
arrangements.21 Trilateral cooperation entails 
a partnership with another bilateral ‘donor’ 
country or multilateral development agency 
in a (third-party) developing country. In 
addition to expanding the scale of and 
strengthening Brazilian cooperation, trilateral 
cooperation potentially helps Brazil to secure 
access to developed countries’ technological 
innovation and expertise, as well as to justify 
the continued presence of their development 
cooperation programmes in Brazil (from 
where trilateral cooperation with Brazil in 
third countries is managed), which has now 
become an upper middle-income country 
and a provider of development assistance.22

As for Brazil’s bilateral cooperation, despite 
its ambitions it is likely to remain limited 
in scope, particularly in light of current 
budgetary constraints. The continued rise of 
Brazil in the international development arena 
is therefore contingent on cooperation with 
other donors. However, even in this context, 
it is questionable whether a closer partnership 
with the EU would be either attractive – 
beyond high-level display – or operationally 
feasible for Brazil. 

Brazil-eU engagemenT 
in inTernaTional 
developmenT

The EU and Brazil interact on international 
development issues through joint develop- 
ment cooperation initiatives in third  



5

policy brief  10  |  june 2014

countries and in the context of international 
multilateral institutions and processes. 

eU-Brazil trilateral cooperation  
in third countries
Trilateral cooperation featured prominently 
in the Joint Action Plan 2012-2014, which, 
in line with the broad vision set out in 2007,23 
presented it as ‘one of the major areas for 
the Strategic Partnership’ and ‘a modality to 
complement the existing bilateral initiatives, 

as well as leverage 
knowledge, coherence 
and additional financial 
resources for the benefit 
of developing countries’.24 

EU-Brazil engagement 
in trilateral cooperation 
had been foreseen from 
the outset of the strategic 
partnership. It was 
then envisaged that the 
European Commission 
would explore triangular 
cooperation with Brazil 
and the Community 
of Portuguese Speaking 
Countries in areas such 
as energy.25 The idea 
gained momentum in 

2009, when a group of development agencies 
gathered in Brasilia to discuss the potential 
of this modality of cooperation in an event 
hosted by the German Cooperation Ministry, 
the EC Delegation and the Brazilian 
Cooperation Agency.26 At the fourth Brazil-
EU summit in 2010 progress was achieved, 
with the adoption of a Joint Work Programme 
on triangular cooperation and an initiative 
focused on the sustainable development of 
bio-energy in ‘interested African countries’.27

A Partnership for the Sustainable Develop-
ment of Bioenergy in Mozambique was also 
agreed between Brazilian President Lula and 
Commission President Barroso at the 2010 
summit. It envisaged the elaboration of a 
feasibility study looking at sustainable bio-
energy production and the mobilisation of 
funding to carry out bio-energy projects.28 
However, the initiative attracted much criti-
cism. International advocacy movements 
warned about the social and environmen-
tal costs of biofuel investments29  and there 
was concern about the existence of Brazil-
ian private interests behind the cooperation 
programme. On the EU’s side, there was 
scepticism about the gap between high-level 
diplomacy and country-level operational in-
struments.30 Ultimately, the EU delegation 
in Maputo played a relatively minor part 
in the process, responding to a request for 
comments on the study’s design. Since the 
completion of the feasibility study, no prog-
ress has been reported.

Brasilia and Brussels have continued to 
express interest in trilateral cooperation. In 
their fifth summit in 2011 and subsequent 
gatherings, both parties reiterated their 
commitment to this approach and to 
identifying new potential areas for such 
cooperation.31 However, so far no further 
concrete activities have been announced. 
Cooperation on bio-energy remains an 
option, after both parties expressed the 
intention to expand joint initiatives in 
energy efficiency and the sustainable 
production of biofuels at the sixth summit 
in 2013.32 It remains to be seen whether 
the next EU-Brazil Joint Action Plan 2015-
2017, announced in Brussels in February 
2014, will shed light on the future of EU-
Brazil trilateral cooperation.

The debate is 
infused by a 
discourse that, by 
juxtaposing  
‘North’ versus 
‘South’ and 
‘traditional’ versus 
‘emerging’  
players, places 
Brazil and the EU  
on opposing sides
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666
The lack of progress in EU-Brazil trilateral 
cooperation reflects both an ambiguous 
commitment and tangible operational 
constraints, noticeable in both sides. The 
relative priority given to development 
issues within the EU-Brazil partnership at 
the highest diplomatic level contrasts with 
scepticism at operational level. On the EU’s 
side, there is certain scepticism of Brazil’s 
position as an international development 
player and doubts as to whether its self-
proclaimed Southern alternative can in fact 
offer a substantial alternative to established 
cooperation practices. As for Brazil, it is 
sceptical about the level of EU interest 
in trilateral cooperation. Yet, Brazil too 
remains vague about its stance on trilateral 
cooperation, as this modality does not 
easily fit with the importance of bilateral 
cooperation as an instrument of Brazil’s 
foreign policy or its emphasis on South-
South discourse and affinities. 

In terms of operational constraints, ABC 
has limited operational capacity, particularly 
outside Brazil where it has no representation 
and operates via diplomatic channels. On the 
EU’s side, Brussels has not provided concrete 
guidance on how EU Delegations should 
interact with Brazil on trilateral cooperation 
matters, either in Brasilia or in third countries. 
This gap became apparent in the Mozambique 
case in relation to the challenge of reconciling 
Brazil’s seemingly commercial thrust with the 
EU’s development cooperation mandate.

The rigidness of the EU’s programming 
system is also difficult to reconcile with 
Brazil’s policy of demand-driven cooperation 
and non-interference. For example, when the 
two parties began to discuss potential areas of 
collaboration, Brazilian officials report that 

these had to match those already pre-defined 
in the Commission’s Country Strategy 
Paper.33 The effective involvement of third 
(supposedly beneficiary) countries has also 
been limited. 

While EU-Brazil trilateral cooperation 
stalls, other actors are making inroads with 
this form of cooperation with the South 
America giant. Japan and the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) are Brazil’s main 
triangular cooperation partners34 and some 
EU member states such as France, Germany, 
Italy, Spain and the UK have ongoing 
trilateral cooperation projects across a range 
of issues with Brazil.35

eU-Brazil engagement in global  
and multilateral development agendas
The Joint Action Plan 2012-2014 indicated 
areas of convergence between the two 
strategic partners in the context of global 
and multilateral processes. These included 
a common commitment to reforming the 
multilateral system and strengthening the 
UN, strengthening cooperation on climate 
change and environmental sustainability, and 
coordination on the post-Busan partnership 
for development effectiveness.36 

Yet again, implementation has fallen short 
of these high-level pledges. On climate 
change, the Action Plan subscribed to the 
principle of ‘common but differentiated 
responsibilities and respective capabilities’, 
a proposition firmly supported by Brazil. 
The EU, however, has reportedly lobbied 
for the exclusion of this principle from the 
Rio+20 outcome document.37 The principle 
is absent from subsequent EU-Brazil summit 
statements. Meanwhile, there is heated 
debate on whether this principle should be 
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included in the post-2015 agenda, with a 
‘North-South’ divide beginning to surface.38 
Recently, an EU representative, speaking at 
the UN meeting of the Open Working Group 
on Sustainable Development Goals, expressed 
that: ‘[t]he EU recognises the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities 
and respective capabilities. However, it 
stresses that responsibilities and capabilities 
are differentiated but evolve over time and 
that the agreement should reflect those 
evolving realities by including a spectrum of 
commitments in a dynamic way’.39

On the issue of coordination around 
the global partnership for development 
effectiveness, it is unclear how the EU and 
Brazil could collaborate. Brazil remains, at 
best, a reluctant member of the post-Busan 
club and still emphasises South-South 
distinctiveness (relative to North-South) 
rather than convergence or coordination.40 
Plus, Brazil’s choice of export-credits as a 
development cooperation modality will raise 
questions about fair competition in Brussels 
and among OECD members in Paris. 

looking ahead

The EU-Brazil strategic partnership in terms 
of international development has been, at 
best, a lukewarm affair. The same applies to the 
economic and financial aspects of this strate-
gic partnership.41 The praising of the achieve-
ments of Brazil-EU trilateral cooperation and 
the support expressed for Brazil’s South-South 
development cooperation model in the sixth 
summit’s joint statement42 contrast with mod-
est results and scepticism on the ground. The 
statement’s wording on trilateral cooperation 
is undoubtedly more restrained than before 

and no reference was made to new concrete 
projects. Instead, it highlighted the EU-Brazil 
partnership on development at global level, 
with the post-2015 framework and the Glob-
al Partnership for Effective Development Co-
operation at the top of the agenda. However, 
it is debatable whether these policy spaces can 
offer any concrete opportunities for consoli-
dating the EU-Brazil strategic partnership, as 
the two partners represent essentially different 
positions in the contested global development 
debate. 

Looking ahead, the global fight against 
hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition 
seem to offer the most scope for synergies. The 
EU is a leading food donor and it is the largest 
single source of voluntary funding to FAO. 
Meanwhile, Brazil’s influence on food and 
nutrition matters is growing and the country 
has the potential to exercise a reformist 
pressure on the global food aid system. With 
Graziano at the top of FAO, the moment 
seems ripe to explore the potential for EU-
Brazil dialogue on this pressing development 
issue. Furthermore, at a time when the UN 
Secretary-General, Ban Ki-Moon, has made 
Zero Hunger a leading development priority, 
the question can also be used to leverage EU 
and Brazilian commitment to multilateralism 
and a UN-centred agenda.

With regard to trilateral cooperation, a recent 
attempt to reinvigorate joint cooperation 
seems to be under way. The EU’s suggestion 
to discuss new opportunities for triangular 
cooperation at the early stages of preparation 
of its new planning cycle (Country Strategy 
Papers 2014-2020), rather than after the 
agenda has been set, has been welcomed by 
Brazil. However, it is unlikely that beneficiary 
countries will be involved from the outset. 
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Even if the prospect of significant EU-
Brazil cooperation on development remains 
unfulfilled, cooperation between Brazil and 
some EU member states in the area provide a 
basis for further engagement between Brasilia 
and Brussels. This would greatly contribute 
to the Global Partnership on Development 
Effectiveness process, not only to showcase 

the potential of working with Brazil on 
international development, but also with 
a view to overcoming the discursive divide 
between North-South and South-South 
cooperation.

Lidia Cabral, Researcher, Institute of 
Development Studies
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