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Abstract  

In this paper, I recast the story of the like-minded’s intermediate resistance and sub-
sequent acceptance of the EU’s aid effectiveness reforms from one of competing 
interests and identities to one of contestation over the normative principles that should 
guide aid effectiveness reforms. I draw on the GLOBUS conception of justice as 
impartiality to conceptualise central elements of the EU’s development policy, and 
further on the concepts of justice as mutual recognition and justice as non-domination 
to understand the like-minded’s resistance to the EU’s approach. The paper further 
highlights the usefulness of applying a global justice perspective when studying the 
EU’s development policy, as it facilitates a move beyond so-called ‘idealist 
motivations’ for aid and creates analytical standards that nuance our understanding 
of the competing normative claims that donors make in their aid policies. 
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Introduction1 

Development aid2 is a policy of redistribution that affects the conditions for global 
justice. While the principal aim of aid is sustainable development and ending poverty 
worldwide,3 the practice of providing development cooperation comes with a risk of 
domination. Among the central critiques of aid are claims that it has served the 
interests of Western countries by means of getting access to valuable natural resources 
in developing countries (Charnoz & Severino, 2007; Hayter, 1971). Others claim that 
aid creates perverse impacts on developing countries such as contributing to keep 
corrupt leaders in power or distorting markets so that developing countries are 
trapped in an aid curse (Easterly, 2006; Moyo, 2009). Moreover, scholars, civil society 
organisations and politicians have all pointed to the problem of ineffective aid and the 
excessive transaction costs that come with the provision of aid (Action Aid 
International, 2005; Easterly & Pfutze, 2008; Short, 2000). When the European 
Commission launched an aid effectiveness initiative in February 2007, European 
Commissioner for Development Louis Michel emphasised the risk of aid becoming a 
burden for developing countries:  

It is abnormal that a finance minister in a developing country receives on 
average two hundred missions from money lenders a year, whereas in Kenya, 
money lenders purchase medicines by way of 13 bodies responsible for tenders! 
Aid has to improve things and not become a burden. 

(Agence Europe 2007)  

As a response to the various critiques of aid, donors embarked upon a process of 
reforming their principles and practices at the turn of the millennium. This wider 
reform agenda is known as the aid effectiveness agenda and the Development Assistance 
Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD)4 has been the principal organisational driver of this reform process. The 
European Union (EU) and its member states, which together account for more than 
50% of the world’s aid flows, also played an important role in shaping these aid 
effectiveness reforms. In particular, the so-called like-minded countries (the Nordics, 
the United Kingdom, Ireland and the Netherlands) have taken a central role in 
establishing aid effectiveness reforms (Elgström & Delputte, 2016; Olsen, 2013; 
Selbervik & Nygaard, 2006). However, the like-minded countries have also resisted 

                                                      
1 I would like to thank Helene Sjursen, Erik Oddvar Eriksen, Kjartan Koch Mikalsen and Solveig Aamodt 
for helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. I am also grateful for comments by participants at 
a GLOBUS workshop in Oslo (2018) and the workshop ‘Trade, development and global justice’ at Wits 
University, Johannesburg (2017). This paper draws on an earlier publication in the Journal of European 
Integration (Saltnes, 2019) 

2 The terms ‘aid’, ‘development cooperation’ and ‘Official Development Assistance’ (ODA) will 
hereinafter be used interchangeably.  

3 i.e. as defined by the globally agreed Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable development goals. See: 
https://www.globalgoals.org.  

4 Most of the large donors are members of the DAC, including the European Union. Exceptions include 
the BRICS states and Arab countries such as United Arab Emirates.  

https://www.globalgoals.org/
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aid effectiveness reforms proposed by the Commission in the EU context. In the 
literature, this resistance towards common EU development policy initiatives has been 
argued to result from a wish to maintain national control (Carbone, 2008, 2013a, 2013b, 
2017; Horký, 2012; Orbie & Lightfoot, 2017) or due to identity-conflicts (Delputte & 
Orbie, 2014; Delputte & Söderbaum, 2012; Elgström & Delputte, 2016; Smith, 2013). 
But, the fact that the like-minded ended up agreeing to the EU’s policies suggests that 
there might be reasons, other than those connected to control and identity, which can 
explain these countries’ initial resistance to the EU’s aid effectiveness reforms.   

In this paper I study the like-minded countries’ initial resistance and subsequent 
acceptance of the EU’s aid effectiveness reform. I do so by tracing the like-minded 
states’ role as drivers of the EU’s development policy from a global political justice 
perspective. I draw on the GLOBUS conception of justice as impartiality to con-
ceptualise central elements of the EU’s development policy, and further on the 
concepts of justice as mutual recognition and justice as non-domination to understand 
the like-minded’s resistance to the EU’s approach. In line with recent critical 
constructivist research on norm contestation, I emphasise the role of competing ideas 
about how to counter the dominating practices that follows from the increasingly 
complex system of global aid distribution (Krook & True, 2012; Puetter & Wiener, 2007; 
Saltnes, 2019; Wiener, 2019). While the goal is agreed upon, I show that there are 
different interpretations among EU member states regarding how aid effectiveness 
reforms should be constructed. The aim is, first, to analyse the extent to which and 
why the like-minded’s contestation of the EU’s aid effectiveness reforms concern 
questions of global justice. Second, I discuss the limits and ambiguities in the EU’s 
approach from a global justice perspective.    

The following section sets out the analytical framework and discusses the three GLOBUS 
conceptions of justice as well as how these conceptions are applied to the case of aid 
effectiveness reforms. The paper proceeds with a discussion of the method and case 
selection applied in the paper. I focus on the EU’s donor coordination reform which 
aimed at reducing unjust transaction costs for aid beneficiaries and to establish a 
coordination system whereby donors would distribute aid more evenly.  The goal was 
to avoid some beneficiaries receiving huge amounts of funds while others receive little, 
which is often referred to as the ‘aid darling – aid orphan’ problem. Then, an in-depth 
empirical investigation of the like-minded states’ resistance to, and subsequent accept-
ance of, the EU’s donor coordination initiative is conducted. The analysis shows that 
the like-minded’s resistance can be understood as a contestation of not including reci-
pients in the reform process. Ultimately, I discuss limits and ambiguities with regard 
to the like-minded’s interpretation of such ownership from a global justice perspective.    

Analytical framework 

Resistance to integration in EU development policy has already been subject to some 
investigation. The literature has proposed two main explanations of resistance; first, 
drawing on rationalist theory, a number of scholars have argued that donors are con-
cerned with retaining control over aid policies because aid can be used as leverage to 
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secure economic and security interests (Carbone, 2008, 2013a, 2013b, 2017; Horký, 
2012; Orbie & Lightfoot, 2017). Second, drawing on role theory, another group of 
scholars have suggested that like-minded states have resisted EU initiatives due to 
competing donor identities. In their view, the like-minded member states have a self-
understanding as multilateralists that competes with and inhibits their commitment to 
a strong EU profile on development issues (Delputte & Orbie, 2014; Delputte & 
Söderbaum, 2012; Elgström & Delputte, 2016; Smith, 2013). This literature has 
contributed to our understanding of resistance to integration in the realm of 
development. However, it is less convincing in accounting for why, after a period of 
resistance and reluctance, the like-minded countries have accepted the EU’s proposals. 
Hence, in order to fully understand the like-minded’s initial resistance and subsequent 
acceptance, this paper’s starting point is the hypothesis that competing ideas of how 
to achieve aid effectiveness contributed to the like-minded’s resistance (Saltnes, 2019).  

I propose an analytical framework that can disentangle such competing ideas about 
aid reforms and how to achieve aid effectiveness. To do so, I draw on three conceptions 
of global political justice, as developed by the GLOBUS project (Eriksen, 2016; Sjursen, 
2017).5 The three conceptions are not mutually exclusive but are helpful to tease out 
different priorities regarding how aid effectiveness reforms could be constructed. 
Starting from the argument that arbitrary rule is the essence of injustice (Laborde, 2010; 
Pettit, 2010) the conceptions emphasise different solutions regarding how to reduce 
domination.  

Global justice as non-domination considers the state to be responsible for protecting 
individuals against arbitrary power. It builds on the assumption that states, which 
effectively balance their citizens’ opinions and interests, co-exist and treat each other 
with mutual respect. The free individual is protected by the ‘undominating and un-
dominated state’ (Eriksen, 2016; Pettit, 2010). States, on behalf of its citizens, operate in 
the international system and negotiate and make agreements with other states on 
issues that require action beyond state borders. Avoiding dominance of one state over 
another must be secured through international law and human rights regulations, in 
ways that respect the principles of equality and non-interference. To secure the respect 
for non-intervention, cooperation at the global level could be established through 
multilateral institutions. Multilateralism would enable deliberation and coordination 
among states, but would remain voluntary: ‘the role of global institutions is thus to 
promote common global reasons and to foster deliberation and critical dialogue, not 
to legally sanction non-compliance’ (Eriksen, 2016, p. 10). According to this conception 
of justice, aid would be provided out of a duty of beneficence rather than a legal 
obligation. Further, the donor state would be the rightful claimant to decide how and 
where to provide aid.  

In line with this conception of justice we would expect to see support for aid effectiveness 
reforms based on a multilateral approach where all actors are given a chance to 
                                                      
5 The starting point is that dominance is the essence of injustice. The three conceptions of global political 
justice are solutions that would secure freedom from the arbitrary wielding of power, or dominance, in 
different ways. These conceptions prioritise differently and therefore have different strengths and 
weaknesses when it comes to protecting the freedom of individuals. 
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participate. In order to gain support for reforms at the EU level, they would have to 
align with the broader multilateral initiatives in place. Further, reforms would be 
voluntary and states would remain in charge of the decision on how and to what extent 
to participate in the reforms, in line with the principle of non-intervention. Freedom 
of the individual is best protected within the state structure.  

The conception of global political justice as impartiality calls for stronger international 
institutions and effective legal instruments that can be enforced when states fail to 
ensure the freedom of its citizens. What is needed is a neutral arbitrator to prevent 
dominance among states. The main units of concern are individual human beings and 
the protection of human rights is prioritised over states sovereignty (Eriksen, 2016). In 
order to secure the freedom of individuals, it is necessary to establish a neutral 
standard that can regulate colliding interests, values and norms within and between 
states. Actors would have a moral duty to ensure redistribution on a global scale. This 
is best secured by giving power to an impartial third party. A supranational agent 
could tame domestic interests and pressure unwilling states to change policies, i.e. by 
the use of economic sanctions (Dworkin, 2011). According to this conception of justice, 
domestic control over aid could be trumped out of a concern for eliminating 
dominance globally. When facing issues that transcend borders and affect citizens 
across states, legal structures and institutions are needed to enhance ‘the ability of 
individuals to influence those decisions that affect them’ (Sjursen, 2017, p. 8). Justice 
as impartiality reflects the view that ‘without a higher-ranking third party that can 
interpret and make the abstract idea of equal freedom effective, dominance is 
unavoidable’ (Eriksen, 2016, p. 15) 

In line with this conception of justice, we would expect to see states giving up national 
control over reform policies and agreeing to let institutions outside the state regulate 
how reforms in the international aid distribution system should be carried out. In the 
case of aid effectiveness, justice as impartiality would prioritise a supranational 
solution over intergovernmental multilateralism. The idea that a neutral and unbiased 
supranational policy is needed to make sure that coordination among donors is 
effectively carried out would be central. Reforms in line with justice as impartiality 
would include referring powers to a supranational agent that had the means to 
pressure unwilling states to coordinate. 

Ultimately, the conception of global political justice as mutual recognition shifts the 
focus from generic solutions that are acceptable for all, to the need for recognising 
difference. This conception focuses on the fact that actors are different and that they 
may adhere to a number of different and competing but equally reasonable values. To 
secure global justice it is necessary to give all perspectives a due hearing. Only by 
making sure that all relevant actors are given the possibility to argue their position it 
is possible to determine what a just solution requires. It may therefore be necessary to 
adopt different solutions for different actors in order to obtain equal treatment. In the 
realm of aid and development the need to recognise difference is well manifested in 
political discourse. Ayittey’s (2010) call for ‘African solutions for African problems’ is 
one such manifestation. The aid effectiveness agenda also mirrors this call with its 
continuous and increasing focus on ownership of development policies (OECD 2005, 
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2008). Ownership can be defined as ‘the degree of control recipient governments are able 
to secure over implemented policy outcomes’ (Whitfield & Fraser, 2009, p. 4). The con-
cern for ownership emphasises the need for all actors affected by the policy to have a say.  

In line with a conception of justice as mutual recognition we would expect to find that 
the most affected groups would be given a due hearing in the reform process. This 
could be visible, for instance, by emphasising the ownership principle in the process 
of conducting aid effectiveness reforms. This would reflect the view that the particular 
interests and experiences of the beneficiaries are central to the aim of rectifying 
dominance.   

Context and methodology  

Some recent literature has pointed to the central role of the so-called like-minded 
member states in determining the direction of EU development policy (Elgström, 2016; 
Elgström & Delputte, 2016). The starting point for like-minded cooperation was the 
Utstein alliance formed by the all-female development ministers Clare Short (the 
United Kingdom), Evelina Herfkens (the Netherlands), Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul 
(Germany) and Hilde Frafjord Johnsen (Norway) in the Utstein Abbey in Norway in 
1999. The ‘gang of four’ represented, at the time, 27 per cent of the OECD’s total aid 
and their alliance played a key role in shaping the global aid agenda. Many of what 
later became the central principles of the aid effectiveness agenda emerged from the 
cooperation and exchange of ideas in the Utstein alliance (Development Today 2006).  

Following from the works of the Utstein alliance, a loosely organised network of 
coordination among like-minded countries emerged. This group is also known as the 
Nordic Plus and they developed several documents of best practices on aid effective-
ness throughout the first decade of the new millennium. The like-minded aimed at 
coordinating donor practices within the group, and harmonisation among donors is a 
central goal in the Nordic Plus group’s documents (Nordic Plus 2005, 2006, 2007).  

The like-minded countries’ role as agenda setters in global development discourse has 
been acknowledged in the literature. Scholars have used terms such as ‘Nordic 
exceptionalism’ (Olsen, 2013; Selbervik & Nygaard, 2006) ‘humane internationalists’ 
(Pratt, 1989; Stokke, 1989) and value-driven ‘norm entrepreneurs’ (Ingebritsen, 2002; 
Lawler, 2007; Olsen, 2013) when analysing the like-minded countries role in the realm 
of development. The strength of the like-minded group’s agenda-setting power has 
led Elgström and Delputte (2016, p. 2) to conclude that ‘today, a core group of like-
minded countries, including the Nordics, are the main driving forces behind European 
aid convergence’. They have also been characterised as ‘instrumental in the prepara-
tory discussions for the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness’ (Brouwers, Kliest 
and Limonard, 2008, p. 29). 

The central characteristics of the like-minded states’ position to global development 
include a strong emphasis on multilateralism and recipient ownership, conceiving 
development relations as a partnership (Odén & Wohlgemuth, 2007), keeping the goal 
of poverty eradication as the main goal for development policy (Elgström & Delputte, 
2016), human rights and good governance as a centrepiece of all development practices 
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(rights-based approach) (Elgström & Delputte, 2016; Lawler, 2007; Odén & Wohlgemuth, 
2007; Olsen, 2013; Selbervik & Nygaard, 2006), and enhancing harmonisation and 
coordination among donors with the goal of reducing transaction costs and unfortunate 
consequences of global aid.  

In this paper, I investigate the internal contestation over the EU’s aid effectiveness 
reforms from a novel angle. My starting point is the observation that there were 
different interpretations among EU member states regarding how aid effectiveness 
reforms should be constructed. In order to structure the analysis I make use of a global 
political justice perspective and I seek to answer the following questions: To what 
extent and why did the like-minded’s contestation over the EU’s aid effectiveness 
reforms concern questions of justice? Are there limits and ambiguities to the EU’s 
approach? I engage with these questions through a case-study of the Commission’s 
proposal to enhance coordination and harmonisation among EU donors. The EU’s 
policy on aid coordination is known as the ‘Code of conduct on complementarity and 
division of labour’ (Council 2007).6 The policy was negotiated in the Council’s 
development working group, CODEV, in 2006 and spring 2007 during the Austrian, 
Finnish and German presidencies of the Council and was adopted as Council 
Conclusions by the General Affairs and External Relations Council (GAERC) on 15 
May 2007. The case is selected on grounds of its centrality in the EU’s proposed aid 
effectiveness reforms. It proposed concrete reforms with regards to the member states’ 
policies and sought to rectify one of the major challenges in global aid, aid 
fragmentation, through a less dominating and more effective global aid system. The 
code of conduct also served to inform the EU’s subsequent aid effectiveness reforms, 
inter alia the 2009 operational framework on aid effectiveness (Council 2009). 

Through this qualitative analysis of the like-minded states’ contestation and sub-
sequent acceptance of the EU’s code of conduct, the paper seeks to recast the story of 
the like-minded’s resistance from one of competing interests and identities to one of 
competing interpretations of sustainable development and aid effectiveness. 

The three conceptions of justice provide a systematic framework for assessing the extent 
to which the discussions of the EU’s aid effectiveness initiative concerned questions of 
global justice. Further, the added value of using a global justice perspective is the 
possibility it provides to distinguish the different ideas and arguments regarding 
solutions for how to achieve sustainable development and rectify the unwanted con-
sequences of increasing levels of global aid. The conceptions of justice are ideal types 
that are used to develop a set of expectations and requirements to evaluate the like-
minded countries contestation and arguments for acceptance of the EU’s reform 
proposals. The analysis also contributes to our understanding of why the like-minded 
states resisted aid effectiveness reforms and ultimately accepted the EU code of conduct 
by looking at the actors’ different and colliding views the negotiations of the reform.  

To allow for data verification and triangulation, data was collected from a variety of 
sources. The analysis builds on 17 semi-structured interviews with representatives to 

                                                      
6 Hereinafter: the code /the code of conduct 
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CODEV, as well as Freedom of Information (FOI) requests regarding the negotiations 
of the document to three like-minded countries: the United Kingdom, Denmark and 
Sweden. The FOI requests resulted in the provision of 38 official documents, including 
government logs, e-mails, letters, speaking notes and position papers from the CODEV 
negotiations as well as from politicians and ministers involved in the negotiations of 
the code of conduct. In addition, the analysis builds on relevant secondary literature 
and statements from key decision-makers in a number of relevant press outlets 
(Agence Europe, Development Today) and EU press releases.  

Contesting the EU’s aid effectiveness reforms 

Then, to what extent and why does the like-minded states’ contestation of the EU’s aid 
effectiveness initiative concern questions of justice? In the following, I trace the 
negotiation process and analyse the main points of contestation that appeared during 
the negotiations as well as the ultimate agreement on the EU’s code of conduct on 
complementarity and division of labour. 

When the Commission proposed the code of conduct on donor coordination in 2007, 
their main justification was that the aid policies of the member states created an unjust 
situation for recipients (Commission 2007). Some countries were widely funded (aid 
darlings) and others were under-funded (aid orphans). In addition, aid was con-
sidered to be spent inefficiently due to overlapping projects in some recipient 
countries. The Commission’s initiative followed several statements indicating that 
coping with the issue of aid fragmentation was a central aim for the EU. In 2004 the 
Commission (2004, p. 9) noted:  

The reasons for strengthening coordination, as well as the approach to be adopted, 
have in principle remained the same since 1974. Co-ordination of Community 
and bilateral aid policies and programmes will help reducing the transactions 
costs for recipient countries and achieve better efficiency and impact of EU aid. 
By virtue of its position as the world’s largest donor by far in financial terms, 
the Union should exercise leadership in the global aid processes. 

Hence, the aim of the policy initiative was to enhance coordination among donors by 
making them reduce the amount of states they provide aid to as well as concentrating 
funds to fewer projects and sectors. This without reducing the total amount of funds 
that was provided, but rather by giving a larger amount of funds to fewer projects. In 
this way a recipient state would not have to report to for example ten different donors 
on funds provided to the water sector, but only two or three. The idea was that this 
would enhance the efficiency of the funds spent as well as reduce the so-called 
transaction costs for the recipient states.  

While aid is often thought of in redistribution terms, the issue of donor coordination and 
harmonisation illustrates that questions of political justice are also relevant. In order 
to obtain a more just redistributional aid scheme, reforms of the system affect the prior 
question of how decisions and reforms are made. Who decides on how a fair reform 
of global aid distribution should be carried out? These prior questions of who should 
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be participating in the reforms and who should be in control over the final decision of 
how to coordinate became central elements of the negotiation process. The discussion 
was connected to the principle of ‘ownership’ in development policy, which reflects 
the view that beneficiary partners should be the central drivers of their own develop-
ment trajectory and make their own decisions.  

Recipient ownership at the expense of universal solutions 

The principle of recipient ownership was proposed as a remedy to donor domination 
over beneficiaries and emerged as a central element of OECD-DAC’s aid effectiveness 
reforms at the beginning of the century. The principle was first codified in the 2005 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (OECD 2005):  

Ownership: Developing countries set their own strategies for poverty reduction, 
improve their institutions and tackle corruption. 

In addition, the principle of alignment was proposed to secure that donors aligned 
with developing countries’ priorities and supported their strategies: ‘donor countries 
align behind these objectives and use local systems’ (OECD 2005). Since Paris, country 
ownership, and how to achieve it, has been a central topic of discussion among 
practitioners and policy-makers worldwide. Its most basic interpretation highlights 
the need for actors affected by the policy to have a say in decisions that are being made.  

Including ownership as a principle in the EU’s donor coordination policy was high on 
the agenda for the like-minded countries during the negotiations of the code, and they 
were surprised and concerned that it was not included in the Commission’s original 
proposal. The like-minded held the view that the beneficiaries had an equal right to 
participate in the discussions on how donors should coordinate and harmonise as the 
donors themselves, as these countries were the ones that would be most affected by 
the change in policies.   

The argument that the Commission’s proposal needed to be altered to include and 
highlight the importance of the ownership principle is visible across all the documents 
of the like-minded states (FOI DK 2007a, 2007b, 2007c, 2007d, 2007e; FOI SW 2007a, 
2007b, 2007c, 2007d; FOI UK 2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Utrikesdepartementet 2007). These 
are some typical examples of the like-minded’s view: 

The donors cannot simply distribute countries and sectors without involvement 
of the recipient countries […] revealing the preferences of the recipient countries 
and identifying the comparative advantage of the donors will be crucial 
elements in the efforts to secure a better division of labour. 

 (FOI DK 2007a) 
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[…] emphasises the importance of the role of developing partner governments 
in determining the framework for donor support and identifying preferred 
partners and calls for building on current in-country initiatives and is open to 
all donors.  

(FOI UK 2007c) 

At first sight, the emphasis on including all affected parties in the decision-making 
process reflects an interpretation of donor coordination in line with a conception of 
justice as mutual recognition. To find the best possible solution, it was necessary to 
give all affected parties a due hearing – an opportunity to be heard in the coordination 
process. The like-minded emphasised that while coordination concerned donors’ 
policies, the beneficiary countries were the main actors affected by the proposed reform.  

Interviews with like-minded representatives corroborate that ownership was a central 
part of the discussion during the CODEV meetings. Like-minded representatives 
justified their scepticism toward the Commission’s proposal on the grounds that it did 
not sufficiently reflect the need for giving recipients a voice in the process: 

The first principle is the primary leadership and ownership, in-country division 
of labour should be with the partner-country government […] we support the 
idea of presenting the EU as one, as a big player, but not led by the Commission 
only, led with the partners as well. 

 (MS -9)  

We look at it as a partner government to government relation, where we first 
have a policy dialogue, we agree on the fact of what we want to do in the 
country, and then we conduct specific policies […] we have totally different 
angle of pursuing development policy than many other countries. 

 (MS –2) 

The like-minded’s main opponents, the Southern member states, held another view. 
Ownership was not emphasised or considered important to include in the EU’s policy. 
Rather, they wanted a strong Commission in order to ensure that coordination would 
be implemented efficiently. For the Southern member states the most important 
concern was to achieve coordination in order to change the current situation. In their 
view, including recipients could lead to increased coordination problems (MS -3, -5, -
6, -9; COM -2). Some interviewees were even sceptical of giving recipients a larger role: 
‘Sometimes governments like to play with donors, and this should be avoided because 
of things like corruption – so donor coordination is very important’ (MS -8). The 
Commission’s initial proposal and the Southern member states’ perspective reflect a 
conception of justice as impartiality. The Southern states’ arguments reflect the view 
that coordination of donors’ policies could be considered a common good acceptable 
from the view of all affected parties. For these countries, the central concern was to 
secure a common solution and to delegate power to the Commission to effectively 
force the like-minded states to coordinate.  
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Contesting the Code of Conduct 

As highlighted above, ownership of aid coordination, or the right to recipient 
participation, became a central point of disagreement during the negotiations of the 
code. The like-minded countries argued for the inclusion and emphasis of recipient 
ownership in the code, while the Southern countries supported the Commission’s 
view that coordination should mainly be a task for the Commission, in order to make 
sure that coordination was effectively implemented.   

During the policy-making process, there was one specific suggestion that caused the 
like-minded countries to reject the Commission’s (2007) initial proposal. This 
suggestion was to limit donor presence to two sectors in each recipient country, also 
known as ‘in-country complementarity’. The Commission originally proposed that 
donors should concentrate their activities to maximum two sector per country, for 
example health and education:  

Guiding principle 1 - Concentrate their activities in-country on focal sectors: EU 
donors will focus their activities on two focal sectors on the basis of their re-
spective comparative advantages […] In addition to the two focal sectors, which 
should absorb the bulk of available funding, donors can provide general budget 
support, where conditions permit to do so, and finance activities in other areas 
such as support to civil society, research, or university/school co-operation. 

 (Commission 2007) 

The like-minded countries vigorously opposed to limit in-country activities to two 
sectors (MS-1, -2, -3, -4, -5, -6, -7, -8, -9; COM -1, -2, -3, -4). In their justifications for opposing 
this point, like-minded interviewees emphasised the need for recipients to participate 
in the decision of sector concentration. They argued that if donors were to reduce the 
number of countries they were to be involved in, it might be necessary to maintain 
support for a wide range of sectors in some important partner countries (MS -1, -2, -7).  

Out of the like-minded countries, the UK was the state that most strongly opposed the 
Commission’s proposal. This is visible in the UK’s documents as well as confirmed by 
interviewees with like-minded representatives. Gareth Thomas, the UK Parliamentary 
Under-Secretary of State at the Department for International Development (DFID) 
noted the following in an explanatory memorandum to DFID in mid-April 2007:  

The code sets targets for the number of donors in each sector, and number of 
sectors in which each donor should engage. However, for a group of donors as 
varied as the EU it will be difficult to find a target equally appropriate and 
relevant for all. Some donors are active in only one or two sectors now, while 
others are active in a wide range of sectors. A target of two sectors would be 
particularly difficult to implement for some UK programmes so to retain flexi-
bility the Government will negotiate to try to remove the specific reference to 
any particular number of sectors from principle one. 

 (FOI UK 2007c) 
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The issue of in-country complementarity was also widely discussed in the UK’s 
domestic institutions. For instance, in a debate in the UK House of Commons 
European Standing Committee, Gareth Thomas explained the UK’s position:  

We have sought amendments to the document to recognise the situation that 
we face as a donor: in some of our key countries we work in nine different 
sectors. Clearly, some developing countries’ governments will want donors 
who work in many sectors to maintain their spread in those sectors.  

(House of Commons 2007)  

The issue of not restricting donor presence to two sectors proved to be so important to 
the UK that they threatened to not sign the policy (MS- 1, 2, 9). The UK’s justifications 
for resisting the Commission’s proposal are anchored in different argument. First, the 
UK highlights the need for differentiation (FOI UK 2007a, b, c; House of Commons 
2007; MS-1). Both for donors and for the beneficiaries such differentiation is important, 
highlighted UK representatives. While they agree that a general scaling down of aid 
proliferation is important, it might be equally important to keep a certain range of 
activities in some countries. This view reflects the requirements set out by a conception 
of global justice as mutual recognition. In particular, the different experiences of 
donors and beneficiaries in their respective collaborations are given more importance 
than the common goal of reducing donor proliferation. Second, the UK questions the 
idea of assigning a ‘neutral’ institution, in this case the Commission, to decide on how 
donors should coordinate. In the UK’s view, both donors and the beneficiaries would 
be the rightful authority to decide on where to scale down activities. These countries’ 
experiences and expertise is a necessary condition for reaching sustainable reforms:   

We would have been absolutely supportive of the idea that donors should be 
meeting with other donors, but it is very important that it is the government 
[recipient] that needs to establish the agenda. And then we should make sure 
that we are complementing their efforts.  

(MS -1)  

Reaching an agreement 

After several CODEV meetings and discussions the member states found a solution. The 
UK, supported by the other like-minded states, managed to have a footnote added to 
the final version of the code of conduct: 

In negotiations in Brussels late Thursday night, we agreed with other Member 
States to add the sentence approved by the PUSS as a general (i.e., not UK-
specific) footnote to the Code of Conduct, prefaced by the text: ‘In limited cases’. 

 (FOI UK 2007a) 

The footnote that is referred to in the quotation reads as follows:  
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In limited cases, where donors face a significant reduction in sector coverage, 
this target may be increased to engage in more than three sectors, taking full 
account of partner countries’ views, neglected issues of particular importance and 
a realistic timeframe to support any change in their country programmes. 

 (Council 2007)  

After the introduction of the footnote, the UK’s negotiating representative reported to 
be satisfied with the outcome:  

This is far more than we could have hoped for given the previous positions 
adopted by other member states and the Commission […] We have avoided 
being isolated in rejecting an aid effectiveness commitment. 

(FOI UK 2007a)  

This statement shows the duality of the UK position. They did not oppose the overall 
goal of the policy but disagreed with parts of the content to the extent that it made 
them reluctant to participate. Further, the UK Ministerial Submission highlights that a 
strict rule of a maximum of two or three sectors for each donor would not necessarily 
be considered appropriate neither by the donor nor by the recipient: 

We have ensured that we retain the flexibility to respond to partner country 
requests by specifying that donors will need to be active in more than three 
sectors in certain circumstances.  

(FOI UK 2007a) 

Although the UK was the primary country resisting the Commission’s proposal of in-
country complementarity, concerns similar to those voiced by the UK, are traceable in 
the positions of other like-minded member states:  

The needs, priorities and leadership of partner countries should be the guiding 
principle for increased division of labour at the national level. […] Flexibility 
that reflects the local context must be continuously ensured. 

 (FOI SW 2007b) 

The like-minded states’ contestation reflects the view that it is important to take into 
account the particular interests and experiences of both donors and beneficiaries when 
deciding on sector concentration of aid. In line a conception of justice as mutual 
recognition, a rule of maximum two-three sector involvements is considered 
unfortunate, because it would close the opportunity to respond to beneficiaries’ 
different needs and preferences. Furthermore, these particular experiences of donor-
beneficiary relations vary across countries, which justifies the need for differentiated 
solutions. As such, the like-minded countries allude to a central requirement set out 
by a conception of justice as mutual recognition, namely differentiated responsibilities 
and solutions. They contest the idea of finding a universal and unbiased reform that 
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would suit all donor-recipient relations. Ownership, for the like-minded, is seen as a 
key to maintain reforms in line with recipient countries’ needs and preferences.   

In sum, the like-minded’s position reflects an awareness of the need to recognise 
difference and autonomy. The proposal of one standard solution was not accepted. To 
find the best solution, it was necessary to hear the viewpoints of all affected parties. 
For the Southern member states, on the other hand, a strong Commission was crucial 
to ensure that member states really worked better together. This position reflects the 
viewpoint that it is possible to find one neutral and un-biased solution to donor 
coordination. It rests on the view that authoritative institutions can take the role of 
interpreting and enforcing commonly agreed norms that in principle may be seen as 
justifiable from the perspectives of all. There are, however, some ambiguities 
connected to the like-minded’s interpretation of the ownership principle (which 
eventually became the EU’s position as well). This is what I turn to in the next section.  

Democratic ownership 

The analysis shows that the like-minded’s resistance to integration mainly resulted 
from a conflict of normative concerns regarding how donor coordination could best be 
achieved. The like-minded’s plea for ownership in the coordination process trumped 
the Southern member states’ preference for a neutral and unbiased solution with set 
targets for concentration of aid. However, the arguments and solutions that were 
presented during the negotiations of the code of conduct also show that there are 
certain limits to the like-minded and the Southern member states’ positions from a 
global political justice perspective.  

In the negotiations, the like-minded states insisted on the inclusion of the recipient 
ownership principle in order to agree to the EU’s policy. This was a central element of 
discussion during the Finnish presidency of the Council in the autumn of 2006. The 
issue was thoroughly discussed during the general affairs Council in Luxembourg in 
mid-October 2006 and the Council conclusions following from the meeting reflects the 
agreement reached on the importance of including ownership in the EU’s aid effective-
ness reforms: 

The primary leadership and ownership in in-country division of labour should 
first and foremost lie in the partner country governments. If such leadership 
and ownership do not exist, the EU should advance such a process. In any case, 
the EU should always play an active role in promoting complementarity and 
division of labour. All initiatives need to be open for other donors, built on 
existing processes whenever possible, and readily transferred to the 
government whenever appropriate. The EU should provide capacity building 
support to the partner countries to enable them taking the responsibility.  

(Council 2006) 
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Yet, the like-minded’s call for increased recipient ownership in donor coordination 
processes reflects certain limitations. Their interpretation seems to rest on a narrow 
understanding of ownership, tied to recipient authorities. For instance, UK parlia-
mentary Under-Secretary of State for International Development Gareth Thomas 
emphasised the need for country ownership in the following way in a debate in the 
UK parliament in May 2007:  

The intention is for the developing country’s Government to be in the driving 
seat. If that Government were to say, ‘We want this particular donor to lead’ we 
would expect and hope that other donors would be willing to follow that 
donor’s lead. 

 (House of Commons 2007) 

Similarly, the Danish position in the Council was presented in the following way:  

The Danish Government holds, that the will to development within recipient 
countries is decisive for progress, and therefore we hold that recipient countries 
should be fully included in the decisions regarding complementarity. 

 (FOI DK 2007a – my translation) 

The above quotes reflect a call for ownership understood as including the aid-recipient 
country’s authorities in decisions on aid effectiveness. However, ownership, if limited 
to ownership by the recipient government, might not be enough to secure all affected 
parties a due hearing and differentiated solutions. In states with authoritarian traits, 
ownership may become narrow, even excluding a majority of stakeholders 
(Hasselskog & Schierenbeck, 2015). The like-minded representatives’ concern can be 
interpreted in line with the view that it is enough to have the recipient country on 
board on aid effectiveness decisions. Such an interpretation of ownership is what 
Cramer et al. (2006, p. 422) define as a ‘co-operative partnership between the 
government and development funders’ without a requirement of government 
consultation with its people. The alternative, national ownership, requires ownership 
to ‘arise in a context of credible consultation with national stakeholders’.  

As argued above, the like-minded member states managed to get their view accepted by 
the Commission and the Southern member states during the negotiation process. This 
is visible in the final document where several of the like-minded’s preferred 
formulations are inserted. The Code opens with a paragraph defining the general 
principles the EU and its member state commit to. The Code confirms the inter-
pretation of ownership as being mainly a task for the beneficiaries’ governments: ‘the 
primary leadership and ownership in in-country division of labour should first and 
foremost lie in the partner country government’ (Council 2007).  

This interpretation of ownership, as recipient government ownership, was also a central 
characteristic of the EU’s development policy more widely, at the time. The EU 
consensus on development (European Communities 2006) coins ownership by partner 
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countries as a common principle. Support for civil society and their vital role in pro-
moting democracy, human rights and justice is highlighted, however not in connection 
with ownership. Another way in which the EU’s narrow interpretation of ownership 
is visible is their wide use of budget support, an aid modality where funds are 
transferred directly to a recipient state budget without earmarks (Koeberle, Stavreski, 
& Walliser, 2006). The provision of budget support combined with emphasis on the 
ownership principle can be seen as an attempt of donors to move away from 
paternalistic charity and move towards a more equal partnership. Aid, often criticised 
for causing dominating practices has resulted in reduced legitimacy for donors. The 
EU’s emphasis on recipient country ownership can thus be understood in this wider 
context of a search for new legitimacy of current aid practices. Partner countries have 
more knowledge about the context than donors, hence they are also in a better position 
to decide upon a country’s development strategy.  

Yet, the like-minded’s calls for increased ownership of development policies do not 
reflect the call for active dialogues with all affected parties and the need to take into 
account different groups’ experiences and interests as required by an understanding of 
justice as mutual recognition. Rather, the EU’s call for recipient ownership rather 
reflect an understanding where the recipient state (government) is expected to 
efficiently balance the interests and opinions of its citizens. Hence, such an 
understanding and interpretation of the recipient ownership principle might be more 
in line with the conception of justice emphasising state authority (non-domination) 
than with a conception of justice that recognises difference (mutual recognition). 
Consequently, one might also question the extent to which the solutions that are possible 
to find within the parameters of a conception of justice as non-domination go far 
enough to meet the aim of supporting recipient ownership.    

Conclusion 

Development aid is a phenomenon that casts light on issues of global political justice. 
Donors’ unwillingness to coordinate their distribution of aid has led to dominating 
practices for developing countries. The wider aid effectiveness agenda was a multi-
lateral effort to counter the domination that followed from donors’ decision to provide 
large amounts of aid to some countries, aid darlings, and overlook others, aid orphans. 
Aid effectiveness reforms hence go beyond distributional concerns and affect the 
question of who decides on how these reforms should be carried out.  

This paper’s starting point has been that competing views on aid effectiveness reforms 
were central to the like-minded states’ resistance of the EU’s reform proposal. 
Applying a global political justice perspective, I make use of the conception of justice 
as impartiality to conceptualise central elements of the EU’s proposal, and further on 
the concepts of justice as mutual recognition and justice as non-domination to 
understand the like-minded’s resistance to the EU’s approach. The analysis shows that 
the like-minded countries contested the EU’s proposal on the grounds of the 
Commission not including the principle of recipient ownership in its reform. The like-
minded states’ main opponents in the negotiation, the Southern member states, held a 
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different view. They made a plea for a neutral and unbiased solution effectively 
enforced by the Commission and questioned the partner countries’ legitimate right to 
participate in decisions on donor coordination. The negotiations ultimately landed in 
favour of the like-minded states’ position, something that supports the thesis of so-
called like-mindisation of EU development policy (Elgström, 2016; Elgström & 
Delputte, 2016; Olsen, 2013).  

The paper contributes to the general debate regarding normative commitments in the 
EU’s foreign policy, by pointing to strengths and weaknesses of the Union’s efforts to 
contribute to a less dominating system of global aid distribution. One the one hand, 
the like-minded countries argued for including recipients in future decisions on aid 
coordination among donors. On the other, these countries’ position seems to be limited 
to ownership by recipient governments. This reflects a narrow interpretation of the 
principle of giving all affected parties a due hearing and falls short of standards for 
democratic ownership. Without a wider process of national consultation and account-
ability both on the donor and recipient side it is difficult to see how a strengthened 
government to government relationship will enhance citizens’ freedom from 
domination.  

The limitations of the EU’s interpretation of ownership as government to government 
relations, is also of relevance to more recent EU efforts to create a new partnership 
with Africa. Recent statements from the EU emphasises the aspiration to support 
‘African solutions for African problems’ and to create ‘a partnership of equals with 
Africa’ (EEAS 2019). The aim of moving away from donor-recipient relations and 
creating a ‘real’ partnership with developing countries from Africa, Caribbean and the 
Pacific (ACP) features prominently in the EU’s mandate in the post-Cotonou 
negotiations (Commission 2016). When Commission President Jean Claude Juncker 
gave his final state of the Union address to the European Parliament in Strasbourg 12 
September 2018, he stated the following about the EU’s relationship with Africa:  

We need to invest more in our relationship with the nations of this great and 
noble continent. And we have to stop seeing this relationship through the sole 
prism of development aid. Such an approach is beyond inadequate, 
humiliatingly so […] Africa does not need charity, it needs true and fair 
partnerships. And Europe needs this partnership just as much. 

 (Juncker quoted in Euractiv 2018) 

Yet, if the EU aims to move beyond donor-recipient relations and create a new and 
equal partnership with Africa, prioritising recipient governments over a broader 
democratic ownership process will not suffice. To be able to rectify challenges of donor 
domination, a broader dialogue with civil society and national stakeholders must be 
institutionalised as an integral part of the new partnership. The EU’s track record of 
prioritising recipients’ authorities in donor coordination questions whether the Union 
will live up to its aims.  

The discussion regarding the EU’s interpretation of the ownership principle also 
points to the value of analysing the EU’s development policy from a global political 
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justice perspective. Traditional international relations theory often draws on a con-
ceptual distinction between idealistic and self-interested donors (Easterly, 2006; 
Lumsdaine, 1993; Moyo, 2009). While these conceptions are a helpful starting point, a 
global justice perspective helps us move beyond so-called ‘idealist motivations’ for aid 
and create analytical standards that nuance our understanding of the competing 
normative claims that donors make in their aid-policies. By developing expectations 
from the three conceptions of justice it is possible to analyse the different normative 
arguments presented in the negotiation process of the EU’s aid effectiveness reform 
and inquire into the extent to which they reflect requirements of global justice 
standards. 
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