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Development Cooperation and Emerging Powers (2012) is a well-written,
dense trove of information and analysis about the role of emerging powers
in the development cooperation space. The book includes five well-researched
case studies on emerging ‘Southern powers’ of Brazil, China, India, South
Africa and Mexico and particularly how these countries are positioning
themselves as international donors or development partners, as they prefer
to be called. The underlying question is whether emerging powers such as
South Africa are doing anything different in development cooperation to
what ‘traditional donors’ do. On the one hand the book calls attention to
whether emerging powers are doomed to repeat the mistakes of traditional
donors and on the other, provides a compelling background to suggest that
emerging powers are earnest in their attempts to differentiate themselves
from perceived failures of the aid industry.

The first of the three sections in the book focuses on the history and
evolution of ‘South-South cooperation’ and its relationship with the
normative practices manufactured by ‘traditional donors’ through the
OECD’s Development Assistance Committee. The second section explores
the experiences of traditional donors and touches on key themes in the on-
going debate on aid effectiveness. The third section contributes the most
to the existing literature by focusing on somewhat difficult to come by
information on how Brazil, China, India, South Africa and Mexico are
approaching their respective roles in the international development
cooperation architecture.
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The analysis of the country cases makes this a valuable resource although
the value is somewhat eroded by excluding such vitally important actors
such as Russia, emerging eastern European powers like Poland and the
Czech Republic and the increasingly influential Gulf States like Qatar, Saudi
Arabia and Kuwait. In this regard, the book is strongly framed by a bias
towards emerging donors and is influenced by a post-colonial narrative. The
potentially problematic presumption is that Euro-Atlantic development
cooperation is somehow more self-interested than development cooperation
financed by emerging donors.

The foundation of the analysis thus follows a narrative that emerging
powers are seeking to differentiate themselves from ‘traditional donors’ by
adopting the moniker of ‘development partners’. The rationale is that
emerging powers want to use development cooperation as a force for good
in a way that assumes traditional donors do not. Unfortunately, this is a
problematic assumption for a number of reasons, not least of which is
because it accepts too much of donor discourse at face value. As the authors
point out, the term ‘development partner’ is equally used by traditional
donors as it is by emerging actors but the self-interested reasons why both
traditional and emerging donors assert this label is not unpacked.
Furthermore, the real world politics that drive how ‘development partners’
that have no money divvy up donor funding is almost entirely ignored.
Vitally the book misses the politics behind how the UN system in its
rapacious pursuit of donor funding uses the ‘development partner’ moniker
because it lets them influence where donors allocate their funds. When
donors agree to call themselves development partners then those
development partners that have no money of their own (such as the bulk of
the UN agencies) get to participate and influence how donors allocate their
funds. In this regard, the book could have done more to critically engage with
the stake that the UN and World Bank have in a narrative of ‘South-South’
cooperation and how this relates to the internal political and economic
interests of these organisations.

Following this line, then, the book also has a mistaken bias towards
focusing too much on the politics of donor coordination at the international
level. This misses the fact that the ground battle is how power is in play in
coordination at the national level in beneficiary countries. If the book had
focused on coordination at the national level it may have noted, for example,
that in countries like Jamaica, China is experiencing exactly the same
challenges that traditional donors do and increasingly looking to replicate
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‘traditional donor’ practices and approaches simply because they are the
best known means to minimise risk and ensure value for money. Similarly in
Bangladesh, India is an active participant in the national aid architecture in
much the same way as Brazil is trying to be in Mozambique and Turkey is in
Ethiopia. A focus of the international architecture at country level would
have allowed the editors to recognise that the ‘development partner-donor’
debate is about the need for a ‘Chinese wall’ to prevent cash-strapped
development partners having undue influence on how donors allocate their
budgets.

The book does an excellent job of documenting and describing the
idealised challenges as presented in the aid effectiveness debate and could
prove to be fertile ground for students of narrative and political studies.
There are important insights such as when James Mackie argues that the
European Union’s interest in aid effectiveness is primarily about accounting
to their citizens and taxpayers rather than to beneficiaries. This observation
demands further attention because it speaks directly to the lack of
accountability by traditional donors, that Southern actors complain about.
It is also a vitally important concern recognised by the OECD as recently as
November 2014, where they note that the biggest impediment to improving
donor results is that donor organisations are largely uninterested in the
results of their programming. Put together it would have been interesting to
better unpack what the narrative of ‘being accountable to one’s taxpayers’
delivers in terms of real world incentives for ‘traditional donors’.

For the South African scholar, however, this book is an important read.
It explains the complexity and contradictions inherent in development
cooperation while advising against dismissing the lessons learned and
experiences of the past. As importantly, the book contextualises South
Africa’s comparatively tiny contribution to international development
cooperation with those provided by other emerging actors, already better
resourced and better skilled. For this reader, the authors provide critical
evidence that South Africa urgently needs to reform its approach to
international relations if it is to remain relevant ‘and advance its own
domestic economic priorities’ (217). Here, Elizabeth Sidiropoulos draws
attention to the fact that South Africa’s contribution to the Southern African
Currency Union, implies a far greater transfer of financial resources than
South Africa will ever spend on development assistance. Similarly, because
of the inter-connection of South Africa with southern Africa’s economies,
economic growth in South Africa almost invariably spurs growth in the
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neighbourhood. What this all implies is the need for a real and critical
dialogue on why the Department of International Relations and Cooperation
is thus ignoring the mutual opportunities inherent in development cooperation
in southern Africa in favour of ‘vanity projects’ much further north. This
question is particularly important when considering that Brazil is already an
established development partner in Mozambique while South Africa is
largely absent. Sidiropoulous implies that South Africa’s approach to
development cooperation is more about looking like a good donor on the
international stage than about acting in South Africa’s own interests. The
Parliamentary Monitoring Group, for example, noted that using development
cooperation to create ‘opportunities for South African investments’ (236) is
only noted as a consideration and not at all a priority of South Africa’s
foreign policy approach.

Development Cooperation and Emerging Powers is a timely book that
does a good job of contextualising the approaches and rationales inherent
in the rise of emerging powers. Should emerging powers continue to grow
their economies at a faster rate than the developed world, they will become
incrementally and proportionally more important to understanding
international politics and the development agenda. As emerging economies
become more exposed to international trade and politics, greater pressure
will be exerted to use development cooperation for mutual benefit. It remains
to be seen if South Africa’s sense of moral superiority will overshadow the
need to use development cooperation for the mutual benefit of South Africa
and its partners in the region. In this regard, the book implies that South
Africa sits at a cross-roads in deciding whether to focus on accruing a
reputational benefit from being an ‘idealised development partner’ or whether
South Africa invests its scarce developmental resources in delivering a
measurable economic and political return for South Africa as a whole. As
such this book should be required reading of policy makers as much as for
scholars in the subject.




