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SUMMARY 
Poverty affects more than a quarter of the world's population, and that is why erasing it is a principal 
objective for humanity, enshrined as the first of a number of goals (SDGs) in the UN 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda. Poverty is more than just having insufficient income – it is a multidimensional 
phenomenon closely related to unequal access to education, health and other basic services. 
Increasingly concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa, extreme poverty destroys the lives of millions 
through malnutrition, high infant mortality rates and the violence and insecurity it fuels. 

Poverty eradication is an ongoing objective of EU development policy. It has recently gained new 
momentum with the incorporation of the SDGs into the 2017 European consensus on 
development – the framework for EU action in the area of development cooperation. The EU 
supports, through its different instruments and programmes, key areas, such as education, 
healthcare, social security and good governance, relevant to poverty eradication in developing 
countries. The 2018 Africa-Europe Alliance for Sustainable Investment and Jobs has further 
reinforced the focus on those sub-Saharan countries where poverty is at its highest, through an 
innovative approach that goes beyond aid and seeks to forge an 'equals alliance'. Its main pillar, the 
European Fund for Sustainable Development, aims, through EU grants and guarantees, to mobilise 
massive public and private investment necessary for the economic take-off of the continent, which 
would provide jobs and access to basic services for the growing African population.  

Some doubt that using aid to subsidise private investment is the optimal way to tackle poverty, and 
insist on strict implementation of development objectives, environmental and social standards, and 
on highlighting human rights in all projects. Others also denounce the diversion of aid to finance 
migration management in countries of origin and transit of migration from Africa to Europe. A shift 
towards a post-growth economy is perceived by many as a radical long-term solution for global 
well-being and sustainability of the planet. 
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The challenge posed by global poverty 
Global poverty rates have been falling at an 
unprecedented pace over the past two decades 
(see Figure 1), boosting global commitment to 
eradicating poverty in all its forms everywhere by 
2030. The first of 17 UN sustainable developments 
goals, SDG 1, is articulated in seven targets (see 
box), accompanied by statistical indicators to 
measure its implementation. However, besides 
being uneven and piecemeal, progress is slowing 
down. 

Undeniably, extreme poverty, defined in 
monetary terms as involving an income of less 
than US$1.9 (updated from US$1.25 PPP 
(purchasing power parity rate) in October 2015), 
has dropped from 36 % (2 billion people) in 1990 
to 10 % (736 million people) in 2015. In this latter 
year, 1.9 billion people – 26 % of the world's 
population – survived on less than US$3.20 a day 
and almost 50 % lived on less than US$5.5 (the 
international poverty line corresponding to lower- 
and upper-middle-income countries).1 This means 
that almost half of the world's population – or 
even over three quarters of it, if multidimensional 
poverty (which includes criteria related to health, 
education and access to basic utilities) is 
considered – suffers from deprivation that affects 
its basic needs and human dignity. It is estimated 
that, without an important policy shift, roughly 
470 million (about 6 %) people worldwide will 
remain in extreme poverty in 2030, making the 
achievement of SDG 1 a major global challenge. 
Furthermore, growing inequalities, both within 
countries and regions, overshadow the prospects 
of global development and put social cohesion 
and economic stability at risk. Today, the world's 
26 richest people own as much as the world's 
3.8 billion poorest people, and this gap in wealth is widening. Regional contrasts are also sharp. 
While rising income in China and other Asian countries has contributed to decisive cuts in poverty 
rates throughout the region (which are now under 3 %), extreme poverty has become an 
increasingly African problem. With a poverty rate above 40 %, sub-Saharan Africa accounted for 
more than half of the world's poor in 2015 – and unlike in other regions, the total number of poor 
people there has been increasing, also due to a population boom, which has reinforced the 
continent's vulnerability to the impact of climate change and risk of political violence. Despite some 
optimistic signs of a trend reversal in 2019, 90 % of extreme poverty is expected to be concentrated 
in the region by 2030, making Africa the last frontier of global efforts to end poverty. 

The EU's long-standing commitment to poverty eradication as a central goal of its development 
policy, its strong pledge towards Agenda 2030 implementation, reiterated by the Council in July 
2019, and its reinforced focus on Africa, expressed in particular through the 2018 Africa-Europe 
Alliance for Sustainable Investment and Jobs and the new strategic agenda 2019-2024, constitute 
the foundation for its efforts to tackle global poverty where it is most highly concentrated. 

Targets of SDG 1: End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere 

1.1 By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people 
everywhere, currently measured as people living on less 
than US$1.25 a day 

1.2 By 2030, reduce at least by half the proportion of men, 
women and children of all ages living in poverty in all its 
dimensions according to national definitions 

1.3 Implement nationally appropriate social protection 
systems and measures for all, including floors, and by 2030 
achieve substantial coverage of the poor and the vulnerable 

1.4 By 2030, ensure that all men and women, in particular 
the poor and the vulnerable, have equal rights to economic 
resources, as well as access to basic services, ownership and 
control over land and other forms of property, inheritance, 
natural resources, appropriate new technology and 
financial services, including microfinance 

1.5 By 2030, build the resilience of the poor and those in 
vulnerable situations and reduce their exposure and 
vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other 
economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters 

1.A Ensure significant mobilisation of resources from a 
variety of sources, including through enhanced 
development cooperation, in order to provide adequate 
and predictable means for developing countries, in 
particular least developed countries, to implement 
programs and policies to end poverty in all its dimensions 

1.B Create sound policy frameworks at the national, 
regional and international levels, based on pro-poor and 
gender-sensitive development strategies, to support 
accelerated investment in poverty eradication actions 

Source: United Nations SDG site. 

https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/700&Lang=E
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/69/700&Lang=E
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/?Text=&Goal=1&Target=
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2018/12/13/rethinking-global-poverty-reduction-in-2019/
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/746172-why-raise-the-poverty-line-to-1-90-a-day-what-wa
http://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/international-poverty-line-has-just-been-raised-190-day-global-poverty-basically-unchanged-how-even
http://hdr.undp.org/en/2018-MPI
http://hdr.undp.org/en/2018-MPI
https://worldpoverty.io/
https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/research-publications/public-good-or-private-wealth/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306_Ch01.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2019/03/28/poverty-in-africa-is-now-falling-but-not-fast-enough/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/40261/st10997-en19.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-europe-as-a-stronger-global-actor/file-new-africa-eu-alliance
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-europe-as-a-stronger-global-actor/file-new-africa-eu-alliance
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/06/20/a-new-strategic-agenda-2019-2024/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/poverty/
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Figures 1, 2, 3 – Evolution of global poverty 

 

 

 
 

Source: World Bank. 

https://databank.worldbank.org/source/poverty-and-equity
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Poverty determinants and ways out 
Poverty, defined by the Word Bank as 'pronounced deprivation in wellbeing', is a multidimensional 
phenomenon that has multiple causes. Identifying them, in the country-specific context, is a first, 
although difficult, step in the process of shaping anti-poverty policies. As some argue, many anti-
poverty measures fail because of an inadequate understanding of poverty and its causes.2 

Poverty drivers 
Indeed, both the immediate and the root causes of poverty are not easy to grasp, since it is difficult 
to discern between causal relation and simple correlation between two factors.3 In general, 
literature analysing the causes of poverty differentiates between community (local, regional, 
national), and individual household (demographic, economic and social) level characteristics, that 
are often associated with poverty. 

At regional and national level, natural and climatic features, such as low rainfall, annual floods and 
poor soil quality, negatively affect food insecurity and poverty levels, especially if coupled with 
geographical isolation. Remote rural areas with low population density and poor infrastructure (in 
particular, limited availability of electricity, schools and medical clinics, and poor access to roads), 
constitute the most frequent 'pockets of poverty'. 

Bad governance at national and local level, in particular generalised corruption and clientellism in 
the delivery of basic services, hamper anti-poverty measures and maintain a vicious circle linking 
lack of trust in the state to poor growth, exclusion and poverty. According to literature, this is 
particularly true for the world's poorest region – sub-Saharan Africa – where bad governance is a 
long-term key factor contributing to high poverty levels. Weak institutions, endemic corruption and 
state capture by elite groups, compounded in many cases by illicit rent from natural riches (known 
as the resource curse), keep many African countries, such as Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, which are soon to become the countries with the largest number of poor people in the 
world, in the poverty trap. Conflict and insecurity, two further powerful drivers of poverty, are also 
often endemic in countries suffering from the natural resource curse. Overwhelmingly extractive 
and reliant on smuggling and coercion, war economies perpetuate violence and shape inequalities 
that persist long after the official end of a conflict. The state's capacity to deliver public services, to 
project its power and authority, and to ensure justice and a stable business environment is severely 
limited, thereby exacerbating poverty and inequality. Low household income coupled with 
horizontal inequalities that occur when members of ethnic, religious or other groups have unequal 
access to public goods, opportunities and resources, increases the risk of violent conflict, trapping 
countries and regions in conflict and poverty spill-over. 

The relationship between inequality and poverty is complex and is highly debated. In theory, it is 
possible for a society to have a high level of inequality with no poverty, or a low level of inequality 
and widespread poverty; in practice, these scenarios rarely materialise. Indeed, although inequality 
and poverty are two different phenomena, it is now acknowledged that inequality, addressed 
throughout the entire Agenda 2030 and the specific focus of SDG 10, contributes to poverty both 
directly and indirectly. Unequal access of some groups to productive resources and basic social 
services, in particular education and healthcare, does indeed exacerbate exclusion and thus poverty. 
A high level of income inequality slows down economic growth, which in turn enhances poverty.4 

At the household and individual level, determinants of poverty are relative to family structure, 
gender, level of education and the extent of participation in the labour force. In general, larger and 
younger households headed by women and having a high dependency ratio (the number of 
members of the family without employment), are among the most affected by poverty.5 Health 
status and educational attainment are also closely correlated with the poverty level, while the 
causality between them is in most cases circular rather than linear. As outlined in a 2017 Unesco 
study, poverty affects access to education, particularly for girls, and students' success rate; the 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTPOVERTY/EXTPA/0,,contentMDK:22405907%7EpagePK:148956%7EpiPK:216618%7EtheSitePK:430367,00.html
https://blogs.worldbank.org/africacan/poor-places-rich-places-can-geography-explain-it-all
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/opinion/2013/05/16/op-ed-no-end-to-poverty-without-better-governance
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/resource-curse-or-paradox-of-poverty-from-plenty/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=28&ved=2ahUKEwj7tvnW6JXjAhVByKQKHehmAPs4FBAWMAd6BAgAEAI&url=https%3A%2F%2Fpdfs.semanticscholar.org%2Fac62%2Ffbbd50e180a5e6606812694f63c4440b597c.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1Ea6tyMwgE0Abay2A7Hc-X
https://www.ec.unipi.it/documents/Ricerca/papers/2009-82.pdf
https://gsdrc.org/professional-dev/poverty-and-conflict/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2018/09/McKnight2.pdf
https://borgenproject.org/what-causes-global-poverty/
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_dev_issues/dsp_policy_04.pdf
https://www.healthpovertyaction.org/news-events/key-facts-poverty-and-poor-health/
https://www.cairn.info/revue-d-economie-du-developpement-2014-HS01-page-109.htm
https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/reducing-global-poverty-through-universal-primary-and-secondary-education-0
https://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=21&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwib6rO_oJbjAhXHsaQKHbPFBOMQFjAUegQIBhAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov%2Fpmc%2Farticles%2FPMC2528798%2F&usg=AOvVaw0r1Adwqo2rOWPg_OUn63IV
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reverse is also true: a lower level of education favours poverty. Unesco estimates that, if adults in 
developing countries were to receive two more years of schooling or complete secondary school, 
nearly 60 million people would be lifted out of poverty. Marginalised groups and vulnerable 
households suffering from deprivation are most likely to have health problems. At the same time, 
they face difficulties in accessing health-related information and services, which prevents them from 
getting the right treatment, or burdens them financially to the point of having to sell their property 
and take out loans to cover out-of-pocket medical fees. 

Anti-poverty policies 
Anti-poverty strategies, designed to fight proximate and root causes of poverty and to address its 
consequences, include policies aimed at the immediate improvement of conditions affecting the 
poor, as well as more long-term strategies focused on economic growth. 

Growth-focused measures 
Evidence confirms that economic growth is indeed a necessary condition for long-term, persistent 
poverty reduction. Growth-stimulating polices, especially in areas such as agriculture and rural 
development, market development and trade, coupled with an enabling business environment, are 
key in this regard. Indeed, economic growth that has been fostered by domestic and foreign 
investment, technological progress and an increase in productivity, is bound to create employment 
opportunities also for the poor. Sound monetary and fiscal policy, stable investment rules and 
support for SMEs in turn help investment. 

Pro-poor measures 
While economic growth is recognised as a necessary motor of poverty reduction, it is also necessary 
to tackle inequality, social exclusion and discrimination in all forms to enable poor people to enjoy 
the benefits of economic growth. Changes in the distribution of income can add substantially to the 
speed of poverty reduction, especially in developing countries, where the relative importance of 
inequality for the level of poverty is the most pronounced. In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, the 
poverty-reducing effect of growth is particularly low, due to demographic dynamics and an unequal 
distribution of income growth across households.6 Policy measures, including public investment in 
education and healthcare infrastructure, as well as special support for poor people to expand their 
assets, including through scholarships, land reform and free access to health services, are all useful 
for increasing social inclusion. Research shows that improving access to public goods, such as 
healthcare and education, has a strong positive effect on economic equality and can help prevent 
civil conflicts. 

Social protection measures, such as retirement benefits and child benefits, but also social safety nets 
(e.g. public works projects) and basic public services, such as access to clean water or sanitation, 
have a key role to play in fighting poverty and promoting social inclusion. Commentators stress that 
universal lifecycle schemes, although having a high cost and therefore not always feasible, have a 
bigger impact on poverty reduction that targeted poor relief. Furthermore, the targeting process is 
particular challenging in developing countries and can often appear as arbitrary, cause conflict and 
resentment in communities and exclude those who are most needy.7 

Improving domestic resource mobilisation through better tax systems and measures to curb illicit 
financial flows and tax evasion is an important condition for developing efficient social protection 
systems. Social programmes that simultaneously meet the urgent consumption needs and 
contribute to human development, to the improvement of health and education and to a long-term 
perspective for income generation, are the most likely to provide a long-lasting poverty reduction 
effect. For example, under the Vulnerable Group Development Programme in Bangladesh, poor 
people receive a monthly food supply in exchange for attending training in basic literacy, nutrition 
and income-generating activities, and making savings deposits. 

https://www.unaa.org.au/2017/06/unesco-study-reveals-correlation-between-poverty-and-education/
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/860.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/3876.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0022343311431286
http://www.cadtm.org/Pro-poor-or-anti-poor-The-World
http://www.ifpri.org/publication/linking-safety-nets-social-protection-and-poverty-reduction
http://fpmu.gov.bd/agridrupal/content/vulnerable-group-development-vgd
http://fpmu.gov.bd/agridrupal/content/vulnerable-group-development-vgd
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EU policy 
While identifying poverty eradication as a central goal of its development policy, the EU has also 
increasingly recognised the correlation and interlinkage between poverty and its different drivers, 
which is also reflected in the interconnected and comprehensive character of Agenda 2030. 

Poverty eradication: long-standing objective of EU development 
policy 
Since the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, poverty reduction and, in the longer term, its 
eradication, have become the 'primary objective' of the EU development cooperation policy (to be 
fulfilled in the general framework of the principles and objectives of EU external action, as per 
Article 208 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, (TFEU)). As Broberg and 
Holdgaard put it, this means that among other traditional economic and social objectives, there 
should be a stronger focus on poverty in EU policy formulation, and that specific development 
initiatives must always also pursue the goal of poverty reduction.8 In addition, policy cooperation 
objectives have to be streamlined in all policies affecting developing countries, as per the legal 
obligation of policy coherence for development, aimed at incorporating development concerns in 
non-aid policies in order to minimise contradictions, and if possible, create synergies between 
policies. 

The 2017 new European consensus on development adopts the holistic approach of the 2030 
Agenda, integrating social, economic and environmental dimensions, while retaining poverty 
eradication as the main goal of EU development policy. It reaffirms the principles and values guiding 
EU development action, stressing a rights-based approach to development cooperation, with 
gender equality as one of its core underlying values. Articulated around Agenda 2030's five axes – 
People-Planet-Prosperity-Peace-Partnership – the new consensus envisages, under the People axis, 
fighting against poverty, tackling discrimination and inequalities, and in particular, promoting 
universal health coverage, universal access to quality education and training, adequate and 
sustainable social protection, and decent work for all within a healthy environment. The EU has 
reiterated its commitment to allocating at least 20 % of its official development assistance (ODA) to 
social inclusion and human development. It is also acknowledged that EU ODA should be 
rebalanced towards the least developed countries (LDCs), mostly in Africa, that are home to an 
increasing proportion of the world's poor. The target to be met in this regard is 0.15-0.20 % of 
ODA/gross national income (GNI) to LDCs in the short term, reaching 0.20 % within the timeframe 
of the 2030 Agenda (out of an overall 0.7 % GNI as ODA). Those targets have not yet been met: in 
2017, EU ODA represented 0.50 % of EU ODA/GNI (€75.7 billion), while aid for LDCs has not exceeded 
0.11 % since 2014.9 

The Africa-Europe Alliance for Sustainable Investment and Jobs reinforces the EU's commitment to 
boosting sustainable and inclusive growth by promoting a substantial increase in private 
investment from both African partners, the EU and its Member States. It requires investing in 
education and skills, improving the business climate and strengthening economic integration and 
trade across the African continent. 

EU actions for tackling poverty and its drivers 
EU support for poverty eradication in developing countries is primarily focussed on economic 
growth and human development, including building social protection systems; this support also 
covers a broad spectrum of actions addressing poverty drivers in areas such as education, health, 
infrastructure, good governance and others reflecting the integrated character of the UN SDGs. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/599434/EPRS_BRI(2017)599434_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/new-european-consensus-development-our-world-our-dignity-our-future_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/news-and-events/eu-remains-worlds-leading-donor-development-assistance-eu757-billion-2017_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-europe-as-a-stronger-global-actor/file-new-africa-eu-alliance
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Human development 
Although the EU and its Members States have scaled up their efforts with regard to human 
development, and in particular with regard to providing universal health coverage, access to 
education and adequate social protection, basic nutrition and food security, the EU’s collective ODA 
for human development is still below the 20 % benchmark (15 % in 2016, rising to 17 % in 2017 of 
collective EU ODA).10  

EU support is channelled through international initiatives and multilateral funds, and through 
bilateral cooperation in the framework of multiannual indicative plans developed on the basis of 
national development programmes of partner countries, and implemented in the form of project or 
budget support. For example, the EU has been 
supporting, mostly through multilateral initiatives, 
funded in particular under the Thematic programme 
on global public goods and challenges of the 
Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI), the 
fight against particular diseases such as AIDS, 
tuberculosis, malaria and ebola. On the other hand, 
it has focused increasingly on the overall 
reinforcement of national health systems, funded 
through the European Development Fund for ACP 
countries and through the Geographic programme 
of the DCI for all other developing countries. For the 
2014-2020 period, about €1.3 billion out of a total of 
€2.6 billion of EU aid allocated to health is in the form 
of direct support to 17 countries,11 where health is a 
sector of bilateral cooperation. In the area of 
education, the EU has reinforced its financial support 
(up to €475 million for 2014-2020) and its policy 
support for the Global Partnership for Education 
(GPE), which supports basic education in the poorest 
countries with a strong focus on equity of access and quality. The EU is also an active supporter of 
education in crisis situations. 

Building social protection systems is in the centre of EU action against poverty. The EU approach, 
which is based on a 2012 European Commission communication on Social protection in 
development cooperation in the European Union, was further refined in a 2015 Commission 
concept paper on Supporting Social Protection Systems. The EU and its Member States (in particular 
Belgium, Finland, France, Germany and Sweden) are supporting the Global Partnership for Universal 
Social Protection set up in September 2016 by the World Bank and the International Labour 
Organization in order to increase the number of countries that provide social protection for all, and 
help them design universal and sustainable social protection systems. In 2013, the EU launched 
SOCIEUX+, a peer-to-peer technical assistance facility seeking to enhance the capacities of partner 
countries to better design inclusive, effective and sustainable social protection systems and to 
extend social protection coverage to poor and vulnerable populations. 

Building resilience 
Improving the resilience, in particular of the poorest segment of the population in fragile and 
conflict-affected states, to climate, economic and other shocks and disasters is a central objective of 
EU development and humanitarian action. The July 2017 Commission communication on the EU 
approach to resilience put strong emphasis on anticipating, preventing and preparing for a broad 
spectrum of risks, and addressing the roots of state and societal instability. Collective EU ODA for 
disaster preparedness and prevention increased from €64 million in 2015 to €287 million in 2016. 

Figure 4 – EU support for human 
development (2017) 

 

Source: EuropeAid. 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sectors/human-development_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sectors/human-development_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/annual-report-2018-swd_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/14_05_11_progr_instructions_cover_page_clean.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/mip-gpgc-2018-2020-annex_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/mip-gpgc-2018-2020-annex_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/funding/funding-instruments-programming/funding-instruments/development-cooperation-instrument-dci_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/589792/EPRS_BRI(2016)589792_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/node/1079
https://www.globalpartnership.org/
https://www.globalpartnership.org/
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/social-protection-european-union-development-cooperation-com2012446_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/social-protection-european-union-development-cooperation-com2012446_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/supporting-social-protection-systems-20151125_en.pdf
https://www.usp2030.org/gimi/USP2030.action
https://www.usp2030.org/gimi/USP2030.action
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/news-and-events/socieux-increasing-social-protection-and-employment-worldwide_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/policies/fragility-and-crisis-management/resilience-building-humanitarian-development-nexus_en
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/humanitarian-aid/resilience_en
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/resilience/com_2012_586_resilience_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/resilience/com_2012_586_resilience_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/report-investing-sustainable-dev-20180423-2_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/annual-report-2018-swd_en.pdf
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Growth-oriented actions 
The promotion of trade and the promotion of 
investment in developing countries have been 
two major axes of growth-oriented action 
aimed at poverty reduction and inclusiveness. 

The EU is an important provider of aid for trade 
(about a third of overall collective EU ODA) 
that aims to help partner countries build the 
trade capacity and infrastructure they need to 
be able to benefit from trade liberalisation, 
and to promote economic growth and poverty 
reduction. The revised 2017 EU Aid for trade 
strategy incorporates the new set of SDGs 
while putting more emphasis on bridging the 
digital gap, empowering women and 
improving the situation of the least developed 
countries in global trade systems. The EU has 
also been integrating sustainable 
development concerns in the GPS+ and the 
new generation of free trade agreements that 
include commitments on labour and the 
environment.   

To scale up private sector involvement in the 
partner countries' socio-economic 
development and thereby to contribute to 
alleviating poverty, the EU launched the European External Investment Plan in 2016. One of the main 
instruments of this new plan is the European Fund for Sustainable Development (EFSD) and the 
EFSD guarantee. The Commission expects that the EFSD, which so far has two regional platforms – 
one for Arica and one for the EU Neighbourhood – will trigger additional public and private 
investment of up to €44 billion. And, if the Member States match the EU contribution, it could be 
twice as much – €88 billion. In 2017 and 2018, the first two years of EFSD implementation, the EU 
approved approximately €2.2 billion for blended finance operations with the aim of unlocking a 
total of around €19.6 billion of public and private investment.12 Nearly half of this amount 
(€9.9 billion) was allocated to 51 projects in sub-Saharan Africa, the remaining €9.5 billion was 
invested in the European Neighbourhood. More than 80 % of the projects the EU approved in sub-
Saharan Africa in 2018 are in least developed countries. Three sectors – transport, energy and 
private-sector development – are receiving the lion's share (85 % in 2018) of blended finance. As for 
the EFSD guarantee, used to reduce the risks for investment in sustainable development in partner 
countries, thus in particular helping mobilise private investment in 2018, the amount of €1.54 billion 
in guarantees was used for 14 financing programmes covering micro-, small, and medium-sized 
enterprises, 16 sustainable energy and connectivity programmes, 6 sustainable cities programmes, 
and 5 sustainable agriculture, rural entrepreneurs and agribusiness programmes, as well as digital 
for development programmes, with two thirds of the guarantee being used in sub-Saharan Africa. 

European Parliament position 
The European Parliament resolution of 14 February 2017 reiterates the Parliament's key long-term 
position for the fight against poverty to remain a primary goal, and to maintain ODA as the 
backbone of EU development policy. Concerning increased private-sector participation in 
development cooperation, in particular through the new European External Investment Plan, the 
Parliament supports the idea for more public-private partnerships to leverage additional resources 
for development, but stresses the need for strict criteria related to aid effectiveness and 

EU contribution to poverty reduction in 
partner countries (selected for 2016-2017)  

1 492 000 women of reproductive age and children 
under five years of age benefited from nutrition related 
programmes; 

2 679 000 food-insecure people received assistance 
through social transfers; 

12 437 000 children were enrolled in primary 
education; 

3 377 000 children were enrolled in secondary 
education; 

1 000 000 people with HIV infection received 
antiretroviral therapy; 

136 000 000 insecticide-treated bed nets were 
distributed, to prevent the spread of malaria; 

166 000 people benefited from vocational and 
educational training (VET)/skills development and 
other active labour market programmes; 

10 countries improved their capacity to trade across 
borders. 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sectors/economic_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/620221/EPRS_BRI(2018)620221_EN.pdf
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/tradehelp/gsp
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/595837/EPRS_BRI(2016)595837_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/eip_operational_report.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/eu-external-investment-plan/external-investment-plan-progress-so-far_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0026_EN.html?redirect
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/annual-report-2018-swd_en.pdf
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environmental and social standards when blending EU grants to boost investment. In its resolution 
of 14 March 2019 on the annual strategic report on the implementation and delivery of the SDGs, 
the Parliament recalled the respective commitments of 
the EU and its Member States to spending 0.7 % of GNI 
on ODA, and called for the establishment of annual 
action plans for reaching the ODA targets. While 
maintaining that ODA should remain a key instrument 
for eradicating poverty, the Parliament stressed the 
vital role of domestic resource mobilisation and the 
fight against illicit financial flows for the successful 
implementation of the SDGs, and called upon the EU to 
reinforce its support in these areas. The Parliament 
welcomed the growing involvement of the private 
sector in development, as well the potential of the 
External Investment Plan in this regard, stressing in 
parallel the importance of promoting sustainable 
global value chains with the introduction of due 
diligence systems for companies. 

In its legislative resolution of 27 March 2019 on the proposal for a regulation of the European 
Parliament and of the Council establishing the Neighbourhood, Development and International 
Cooperation Instrument (NDICI), the Parliament advocates a €4 billion increase in the NDICI budget, 
bringing it to €93 million, and a stronger focus on human rights and development and gender 
mainstreaming. It backs a significant rise in climate and environmental spending (45 % target) and 
puts a maximum spending cap of 10 % for activities addressing the root causes of migration and 
migration management. The Parliament calls for a minimum 20 % target for social inclusion and 
human development projects, with a focus on basic social services, such as health, education, 
nutrition, water, sanitation and hygiene, and social protection, particularly to the most marginalised. 
The Parliament also stresses that 95 % of spending should fulfil the ODA criteria, helping to achieve 
the collective target of 0.7 % of EU GNI to be spent on ODA, including 0.2 % on the least developed 
countries. The Parliament also recommends some important changes to the EFSD+, the successor 
to the EFSD, as envisaged by the NDICI, with a view to targeting support for the local private sector 
in partner countries, embedding development effectiveness, human rights and labour rights in 
every action, actively tackling climate change, and giving voice to poor and marginalised people. 

Challenges ahead for EU collective action 
Striving for coherence 
The EU's engagement with Agenda 2030 has broadened the development agenda, creating more 
potential goal conflicts that need to be managed in the context of EU development policy. Some 
NGOs warn of potential negative development impacts of the big infrastructure projects that are 
needed for the economic take-off of developing countries. Often funded through blended finance, 
such projects sometimes lead to land speculation, changes in land use, environmental pollution and 
population displacement. Others warn of a potential poverty trap linked with the proliferation of 
payments for ecosystem services (PES), an approach increasingly used in climate change mitigation 
worldwide. PES schemes offer farmers or other land-owners payment in return for some sort of 
ecological service, such as abstaining from clearing forests for farming to prevent deforestation.13 
Problems such as rent-seeking, unequal bargaining power marginalising local communities, and 
volatility of payments can negatively affect the socio-economic perspectives of poor communities 
in countries whose institutions are unable to counteract those problems. The potential conflict 
between climate change mitigation and poverty alleviation that has as a consequence increased 
energy consumption and increased the carbon footprint related to a rise in income, is also widely 
discussed, raising the issue of an urgent decrease in the carbon intensity of lifestyles.  

The Council conclusions of 8 July 2019 on the 2019 
Joint Synthesis Report of the European Union and its 
Member States, pointed out that effective 
multilateralism is at the core of the implementation 
of the UN SDGs, and highlighted the importance of 
the UN High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) and the 
SDG Summit in September 2019. The Council 
welcomed the collective contribution of the EU and 
its Member States to the implementation of Agenda 
2030 worldwide, commending in particular their 
enhanced efforts to reach those in extreme poverty 
and to tackle all forms of inequality, including by 
supporting, in particular, social protection, decent 
work, universal health coverage and access to 
education in their development cooperation. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0220_EN.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0220_EN.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0298_EN.html
https://www.counter-balance.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/CB_EIP_d.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5783954/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/40261/st10997-en19.pdf
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Coherent and integrated management of EU external and internal policies is a key challenge that 
needs to be addressed in order to achieve the UN SDGs in Europe and to support their 
implementation worldwide. The increasing use of development policy to ease the migratory 
pressure on Europe, branded as 'addressing root causes of migration', is a highly controversial 
feature of the EU approach. Commentators call its efficiency into question, since it has been proved 
that rising income levels will, as a first consequence, increase migration, and highlight its 
unintended negative consequences on developing countries. In Niger, which is a showcase for the 
EU's new approach integrating development and migration in the context of its new partnership 
framework agreements with third countries, there has been a shift in national migration 
management policy, as a condition for increased EU development cooperation with the country. 
This move has provoked a sharp fall in migration flows transiting through Niger, but has seriously 
undermined the local economy that had developed around transport and other services provided 
to migrants, increasing regional instability and human rights abuses of displaced persons. 

In contrast to the dominant EU approach, Agenda 2030, backed by academic literature, recognises 
the positive economic and social benefits of labour migration on development achieved through 
the powerful poverty reduction impact of remittances.14 

Blending held up to scrutiny 
Significant concerns have been raised about the ultimate development impact of the EFSD. Indeed, 
similar blending instruments have not demonstrated a substantial development impact over the 
past 10 years, raising strong doubts as to whether blended finance is the best tool to achieve poverty 
eradication. As a 2014 EU Court of Auditors special report concludes, despite being generally 
effective in mobilising funds, blending lacks real additional value, as in many cases projects would 
have been undertaken anyway even if there was no EU subsidy. 

Critics also stress that the EFSD mainly repackages funds from already existing financial instruments 
(the Neighbourhood Investment Facility, the Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI), and the 
European Development Fund (EDF)), thus rerouting ODA to companies instead of traditional 
financing recipients such as governments and civil society organisations. This implies the risk of 
subsidising the private sector, in particular, as some fear big European companies would profit from 
cheap labour with low social protection. 

It has also been noted that one of the EFSD objectives, 'addressing the root causes of migration', in 
parallel to providing support for SDGs’ implementation, creates an impression that the EFSD is being 
used as a means to finance 'fortress Europe' or an incentive to convince African governments to 
better cooperate with the EU in the area of migration management.15 

Some of the NGOs' most recurrent recommendations with respect to the EFSD are to: 

• create strong incentives for the EFSD to actually invest in less developed financial 
markets, leaving no African countries behind; 

• effectively measure the development impact of private sector investment subsidies 
by the EU, and not only the amount of money given; 

• introduce a legal obligation for businesses to respect human rights, and social and 
environmental standards, while investing in developing countries; 

• provide additional support for local small and medium-sized firms and social 
enterprises. 

Is the new Neighbourhood, Development and International 
Cooperation Instrument fit for development cooperation? 
Merging the existing EU financing instruments for external action in the framework of the 
multiannual financial framework (MFF) for the 2021-2027 period into one new instrument – 
Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation – entails, according to the European 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2017)614577
https://www.politico.eu/article/neven-mimica-migration-budget-commissioner-defends-development-aid-link/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/630351/EPRS_BRI(2019)630351_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-civil-liberties-justice-and-home-affairs-libe/file-new-migration-partnership-framework-external-component-of-migration-policy
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-civil-liberties-justice-and-home-affairs-libe/file-new-migration-partnership-framework-external-component-of-migration-policy
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2018/multilateral-damage/conclusion
https://www.euractiv.com/section/development-policy/opinion/the-eu-must-put-poverty-reduction-before-corporate-profits-when-financing-development
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/pages/DocItem.aspx?did=28909
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628251/EPRS_BRI(2018)628251_EN.pdf


EU support for fighting global poverty 

11 

NGO Confederation for Relief and Development, CONCORD, the risk of diverting ODA in favour of 
EU self-interest, including the promotion of European business and EU financial institutions through 
the ESFD+. It is also feared that issues related to poverty, human rights and gender would be 
downgraded in importance, while the instrument would be mostly used to forge migration-focused 
partnerships with countries of origin and transit of migration. This can lead to further 
marginalisation of the LDCs as recipients of EU ODA, with a growing share of ODA going to the EU 
neighbourhood, especially to countries such as Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Serbia and Turkey. Other 
stakeholders adopt a more positive view, stressing in particular that the proposal bringing EU values 
and interests together holds the potential for a more strategic EU engagement with the rest of the 
world, and more partner-based modern international cooperation. 

Way forward: focus on inequality 
According to many stakeholders, including CONCORD, prioritising support for actions addressing 
inequality – one of the key poverty drivers – both between and within countries, is insufficiently 
addressed in EU development cooperation. EU support to partner governments needs to be beefed 
up in order to help them develop redistributive and social policies (in areas such as health, education 
and employment). In addition, equality should also be streamlined through all EU programmes and 
instruments. For instance, the Aid for Trade (AfT) programme, which helps developing countries to 
access the benefits of trade, should also help to ensure a faired distribution of those benefits in 
support of social dialogue, workers’ representation, decent work programmes and women's 
cooperatives. The External Investment Plan, which is not suitable for targeting small-scale producers 
and economic operators, should be implemented in a way that does not exacerbate inequalities. In 
particular, blending operations should not promote the privatisation of public services in 
developing countries. 

Furthermore, the systemic nature of inequality present in the current economic system requires, 
according to CONCORD, a paradigm shift for tackling it. This means going beyond inclusive growth 
to a post-growth economy that is measured by the wellbeing of people and planet instead of GDP. 
According to this ground-breaking proposal, advanced by a number of NGOs and academics, the 
current economic model, aiming at ever-increasing economic growth, has reached its limits in terms 
of its environmental and social impacts. Fighting against multidimensional poverty and raising the 
level of wellbeing worldwide require a new approach based on curbing over-consumption of the 
world's scarce resources, reducing energy demands in developed countries and introducing 
innovative redistributive policies, both nationally and internationally.16 

 

  

https://concordeurope.org/blog/2018/06/14/eu-budget-legal-framework-external-instruments-reaction/
http://www.developmentresearch.eu/?p=283
https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/ECDPM-2018-BN-104-Analysis-Proposed-Future-EU-Budget-External-Action.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/development-policy/opinion/only-inequality-busting-aid-will-help-end-poverty/
https://concordeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/CONCORD_responses_address_inequality_through_EU_development_cooperation_Oct.2018.pdf
https://concordeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/CONCORDs-views-on-EU-support-to-sustainable-development-worldwide.pdf
https://www.feasta.org/2011/06/10/what-could-a-post-growth-society-look-like-and-how-should-we-prepare-for-it/
https://degrowth.org/2018/09/06/post-growth-open-letter/
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