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Preface 

The formula is more international cooperation. 
António Guterres, UN Secretary General, in September 2019, 

on his formula for addressing critical global issues 
 
 
Development policy and the system of international cooperation are in constant 
flux and change, just like the world and its global order itself. Nevertheless, 
some of its features and structures remain rigid and untouched, often due to a 
lack of alternatives, whether perceived or real. This as such is not new and we, 
who have been working in this field for many years, are constantly dealing with 
these discrepancies, trying to minimise the gaps between normative intentions, 
societal necessities and political reality, together with our clients and partners. 
However, the world has become much more complex in recent years, and fun-
damental changes are happening at a faster pace. New actors are taking their 
places on the main stage – be it emerging countries, popular movements or pri-
vate sector giants – while routine partnerships have come under new scrutiny. 
New technologies are connecting people and changing access to information, 
knowledge and solutions, but may also create risks that we haven’t imagined 
yet. Many of today’s challenges, such as inequality, societal reconciliation or 
the effects of climate-related events, are facing countries in the North and South 
alike.  

This publication circles around a topic that combines the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ 
in international cooperation.  

Since 1969, the concept of Official Development Assistance (ODA) has been 
the framework for cooperation between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ coun-
tries, based exclusively on the assessment of their income per capita. A new 
situation in our growing world economy has emerged out of this very categori-
sation: an increasing number of countries, including G20 members such as 
China, Brazil or Turkey, but also a range of medium-sized and small (island) 
countries, are moving towards the high-income category – and thereby towards 
‘graduation’ from ODA. Regardless of the categorisation of these countries, 
serious challenges to sustainable development often persist, such as high de-
grees of social or regional inequality or great exposure to external shocks. 
Moreover, with the world facing serious global crises with respect to climate 
change, violent conflict and the spread of infectious diseases, it is more im-
portant than ever to invest in global partnerships. 
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These transition processes must be also embedded in the broader political 
context and the major reforms of the development cooperation logic, set out 
mainly through the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). Under the new paradigm of universality, must we not question tradi-
tional structures, such as the donor-recipient logic and the narrow focus on in-
come as a measurement of a country’s development? Countries like Mexico, 
Chile, Uruguay or Indonesia have long demanded a different understanding of 
cooperation, including a truly mutual approach to learning and contributing so-
lutions, and additional ‘developing’ countries are joining this call. It is im-
portant for international partners to understand and consider the demands and 
needs of countries moving towards graduation from ODA. How can the expe-
riences and lessons of graduated countries feed into our modes of cooperation 
with other countries in transition? How can well-established, trustful relation-
ships be secured and modernised in a post-ODA setting in order for us to jointly 
achieve our goals, as set out in the 2030 Agenda?  

Together, we need to go even further and raise the question of to what extent 
the concept of graduation from ODA and the changing development coopera-
tion system mutually affect and shape each other. How can we organise our 
work in a setting where the dichotomic distinction between ‘donor’ and ‘recip-
ient’ no longer exists, to ensure that all actors needed to find the right solution 
can bring their share to the table? How can we make the best of our complex 
world, not without ODA, but with smart options for sustainable development 
and cooperation beyond categories? Last but not least: what does that mean for 
the ODA-regime itself? 
By setting up a research-oriented project in 2018, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) aimed to shed light on ODA graduation 
processes and their implications for countries in transition, for international 
partners and for the development cooperation system as such.  

As a first component, GIZ supported the Overseas Development Institute 
(ODI) in conducting case studies to analyse the experiences and needs of four 
countries at different stages of graduation (Botswana, Mexico, Chile and South 
Korea). These were published by ODI in December 2019, and we would like to 
express our gratitude to the authors Annalisa Prizzon and Rachael Calleja for 
their thorough and enriching research, and to our colleagues involved – specif-
ically at the respective country offices – for their dedicated support. 

In the second part of the project, the findings of these studies served as a 
fundamental basis from which to enhance and expand the discussion on ODA 
graduation. In a series of fresh and fruitful dialogues, policymakers, practition-
ers and academics from more than 15 African, American, Asian and European 
countries embedded the topic in the global political context and the ongoing 
changes in development cooperation, focusing on a range of systemic questions 
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surrounding the matter of ODA graduation and linking the topic to other de-
bates on cooperation in the SDG era. 
The result of these discussions is the collection of ideas and perspectives that 
you are holding in your hands. We hope it may contribute inspiring thoughts to 
the realisation of the ‘new’ system of international development cooperation: 
living out universality and vivid global partnerships, while leaving no one be-
hind, with a smart use of ODA – and beyond. 

 
 
 
 
 

Eschborn, May 2020 
 
Dr Elke Siehl, Director of Corporate Development, Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 
 
Dr Dirk Aßmann, Director General of the Sectoral Department, Deutsche Ge-
sellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 
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