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Abstract 

Although it may seem that there is ample time to discuss the future of ACP–EU relations 
after the Cotonou Agreement expires in 2020, fundamental questions need to be 
answered by both partners before any decision is reached. Reflections should start with 
an assessment of the three pillars of the current partnership — development 
cooperation, trade relations and political dialogue — as well as the work of joint 
institutions.  

Looking ahead, three broad scenarios for post-2020 are envisaged in this paper: a 
dissolution of the joint partnership and its replacement with regional arrangements; the 
development of an overarching ACP–EU partnership that coexists with strengthened 
Regional Economic Communities (RECs); or the emergence of a more dynamic and 
cohesive ACP group, which may establish global partnerships beyond the EU. Each of 
these options will have very different implications and require a different response from 
the ACP and EU partners. Determining which outcome is most likely will be easier once 
the formal positions of the ACP and EU are defined and negotiations for the third revision 
of Cotonou (2015) get underway.  
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1. Introduction and guiding questions 
 
 
 
 
 
The Cotonou Agreement will 
expire at the end of 2020.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Internal and external 
changes mean that 'business 
as usual' is not an option for 
the future ACP–EU 
partnership. 
 
 
 

The Cotonou Agreement, which currently governs relations between the 
European Union (EU) and the African, Caribbean and Pacific group of 
states (ACP group) will expire at the end of 2020. Although it may seem 
that there is ample time for negotiating the next phase of the ACP-EU 
partnership, there are profound questions that need to be answered 
before a new agreement is (or is not) concluded. Reflections on the post-
2020 scenario have began in the ACP group, among independent think-
tanks and (much more tentatively) within the EU1. Although no formal 
negotiating position has yet been adopted by either partner, the elements 
which may inform these are already present in recent official documents 
like the Sipopo Declaration by ACP Heads of State or the Declaration by 
the Co-Presidents of the ACP-EU Joint Parliamentary Assembly (JPA).  

Internal changes, new external challenges, like climate change, and a 
global scenario increasingly shaped by emerging non-Western countries 
all mean that 'business as usual' is not an option for the ACP-EU 
partnership after 2020. It is thus generally agreed that a reform of the 
partnership — possibly a profound one — will be necessary to maintain 
the relevance of a relationship that no longer appears as natural as it did 
when it first emerged. In advancing towards 2020, and towards the third 
revision of the Cotonou Agreement in 2015 (which will provide important 
insights regarding future negotiations), it is necessary to reflect on three 
interrelated questions. These will inform internal reflections inside the ACP 
group and the EU, and the negotiations for the future of the ACP-EU 
partnership:  

 what has been the performance of Cotonou, and which of its 
constitutive elements should be maintained in any future 
arrangement;  

 how have changes since 2000 — both internal to the actors and on 
the global scene — altered the position of the ACP group, of the EU, 
and the relationship between both partners;  

 what are the common values and interests of the ACP group and the 
EU and how can they be incorporated into the partnership that may 
emerge after 2020. 

2. Background and assessment of the Cotonou Agreement 
 
 
 
 

The Cotonou Agreement, signed in 2000, is the latest phase of a 
partnership which began 50 years ago with the Yaoundé Convention 
(1963). The original partnership appeared at a very specific historical 
juncture, shaped by the experience and dynamics of (de)colonisation. 

 
1 See the most relevant ones at the end of the brief. Reference to these documents will be 
made throughout. 



ACP-EU relations after 2020: Review of options 

 

5 

                                                              

 
 
 
A reflection on the future 
should start by examining 
the objectives, relevance, 
and performance of the 
Cotonou agreement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The European Development 
Fund is an essential element 
of the partnership, praised 
for its predictability. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ACP group is concerned 
by the policy of 
'differentiation', which may 
reduce resources and send 
the wrong signal. 
 
 
 

Since then, a lot has changed for the ACP Group — formally constituted 
through the Georgetown Agreement (1975) — for the EU, and in the 
world at large. The increased membership is perhaps one of the most 
visible transformations of the partnership: from 18 ACP and 6 European 
countries (Yaoundé, 1963), to 46 ACP and 9 European members (Lomé, 
1975) and finally 78 ACP and 27 EU members (second revision of Cotonou, 
2010). This and other changes make urgent a reflection on what the future 
of Cotonou may look like. A reflection which should start by examining the 
objectives, relevance, and performance of the current agreement.  

The overall objective of the Cotonou Agreement was stated as: 'reducing 
and eventually eradicating poverty consistent with the objectives of 
sustainable development and the gradual integration of the ACP countries 
into the world economy'2. This was to be pursued through three separate 
pillars — political dialogue, trade relations and development cooperation 
— and with the support of joint institutions: a Council of Ministers, a 
Committee of Ambassadors and a Joint Parliamentary Assembly (JPA). 
Assessing the performance of these elements is a necessary step to decide 
which ones should be preserved after 2020. Gathering these perceptions 
from the EU and ACP members (in Brussels and within ACP countries) has 
been the goal of a research project by the European Centre for 
Development Policy Management (ECDPM) and the German 
Development Institute (DIE-GDI) whose findings will be published soon 
(Keijzer, Negre, Lein, Tissi, 2013a and b). 

According to this research, development cooperation through the 
European Development Fund (EDF) —which remains outside the regular 
EU budget — is an essential element of the partnership. EU officials praise 
the EDF is for its strong performance, predictability and promotion of 
ownership by all actors (a precursor to the 'Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness'). This positive assessment is shared by ACP actors — for 
some of whom the ACP group would have already disappeared if EDF 
contributions would be managed differently. A shortcoming noted by ACP 
respondents was the excessive bureaucracy and that some of the 
conditions attached to EDF funding lessened its appeal. This was more 
evident when compared to more 'executive' approaches by new donors 
(i.e. China), although other voices in ACP countries welcomed these 
conditions. An important point raised concerns the policy of 
'differentiation', recently adopted as part of the EU's 'Agenda for Change' 
and which would see a greater proportion of development funds 
allocated to Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and fragile states. This is 
widely regarded by ACP countries — including its Heads of State, as 

 
2 Cotonou Agreement Article 1 
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/acp/overview/documents/devco-cotonou-consol-
europe-aid-2012_en.pdf  
3 European Parliament, OPPD in co-operation with Policy Department, 'Economic 
Partnership Agreements EU-ACP: Facts and Key Issues' (Updated Extended Edition), 2012 

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/acp/overview/documents/devco-cotonou-consol-europe-aid-2012_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/acp/overview/documents/devco-cotonou-consol-europe-aid-2012_en.pdf
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Trade relations are the 
second pillar of the Cotonou 
Agreement.  
 
 
 
 
 
Negotiations for economic 
partnership agreements 
(EPAs) have been very slow 
and considered — almost 
unanimously — the biggest 
stumbling block within the 
ACP–EU partnership. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The assessment of the 
political dialogue and the 
work of the joint institutions 
is mixed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The variable, sometimes 
low, participation in the 
Joint Parliamentary 
Assembly and Ministerial 
Council are perceived as 
signs that the current model 
may have been exhausted. 
 

reflected on the Sipopo Declaration — as a worrisome and dangerous 
unilateral move which may reduce available funds and send the wrong 
signal by punishing those countries which are doing better.  

Trade relations are the second pillar of the Cotonou agreement. Although 
non-reciprocal trade preferences granting ACP partners EU market access 
were maintained in the Cotonou agreement, these were to be gradually 
replaced by World Trade Organisation (WTO)-compatible Economic 
Partnership Agreements (EPAs) by 20073. However, progress has been 
very slow, with only one full (CARIFORUM) and one interim (ESA) EPAs 
having been signed. EPA negotiations are, almost unanimously, 
considered as the biggest stumbling block within the ACP-EU partnership 
(Keijzer, et al, 2013; Negre et al, 2013). ACP countries perceive the EU to 
defend an unnecessarily fast agenda — more so given the lack of progress 
within the WTO — which undermines regional integration by promoting 
the division of LDCs and non-LDC within a region (as each category has 
access to different trade regimes). Related to this, but also to the debate 
around 'differentiation', is the broader question of those ACP countries 
which have attained Middle Income Country (MICs) status and their 
position within the group. ACP voices are also extremely critical of the way 
in which trade negotiations have been conducted: they perceive these as 
an 'EU monologue' making partner countries feel they are being dictated 
to. Although EPA negotiations are formally independent from the 
Cotonou agreement, these are perceived as closely interlinked and this 
has fostered a negative mood hampering solidarity and promoting 
divisions within the ACP-EU partnership.   

Finally, the assessment of the political dialogue and the work of the joint 
institutions is a mixed one. EU actors acknowledge that the legally binding 
character of the Cotonou agreement contributes to the effectiveness of a 
political dialogue which covers a wide variety of issues and also includes 
non-state organisations (Article 8). Nonetheless, within ACP countries 
there seems to be a low level of awareness of political dialogue 
mechanisms, which are furthermore perceived as asymmetrical. This may 
be due to the great visibility of articles 96 and 97 which allow 
consultations and the suspension of partners in cases of human rights 
violations. Very few actors were knowledgeable of Article 12, which allows 
ACP countries to request consultations on EU policies. Interestingly, 
government officials were more sceptic of the values shared by of the EU 
and ACP than civil society organisations (CSOs) (Negre et al, 2013). 
Regarding the JPA, views are heterogeneous and often ambivalent: it is 
seen as playing an important scrutinising role but there were serious 
concerns about the variable, and often low, attendance levels (especially 
on the EU side); concerns which also affected the Ministerial Council 
(Keijzer, et al, 2013; Negre et al, 2013). These concerns and the poor track 
record of the ACP-EU partnership in jointly shaping the international 
agenda are perceived as signs that the current partnership model may be 
an exhausted one. This has made clear to most actors the need to reform 
the ACP-EU partnership; something which requires an important political 
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impetus and which opens up a number of different scenarios. 

3. Option 1: Dissolution of ACP-EU partnership, replacement with 
regional agreements 

 
 
A first scenario to consider is 
the disappearance of the 
common ACP–EU 
framework and its 
replacement with separate 
regional agreements.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many believe the EU has 
already chosen this option 
by neglecting the ACP 
group and favouring 
regional strategic 
partnerships instead. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The role of the ACP group 
will be fundamental in 
determining whether the 
option of disbanding the 
joint partnership becomes a 
reality. 
 
 
 
 

One first scenario that has to be considered is the possibility that the 
Cotonou agreement ends up being the 'swan song' of the ACP-EU 
partnership. The global changes of past decades, the different priorities of 
the enlarged EU and ACP groups, the animosity created by protracted EPA 
negotiations and the inertia towards more regional approaches all would 
add up to an insurmountable barrier to the continuity of a partnership 
that emerged out of a world that no longer exists. The low levels of intra-
ACP trade and collaboration would also point at a weakening of the ACP 
identity and of inter-continental solidarity, as historical legacies have lost 
their relevance. In this scenario, the common framework for ACP-EU 
relations would disappear and it would be substituted by separate 
agreements between the EU and different ACP regions. 

Although the future of the ACP-EU partnership has to be decided by both 
partners, many see the EU as having chosen dissolution as the preferred 
path — perhaps unconsciously — by neglecting to nurture links with the 
ACP group as a whole. The deletion in the Lisbon Treaty (Article 209) of the 
provision explicitly protecting cooperation with ACP countries (Article 179 
of the previous Treaty) is interpreted by some as a de facto downgrading 
of the ACP's privileged status (Nickel, 2012). Whilst this — or the absence 
of an ACP unit on the original set up of the EEAS — are not proof of the EU 
being willing to abandon the ACP framework, they may reveal a dominant 
view within the EU. A view which would favour a global repositioning of 
the EU through strategic bilateral and regional partnerships such as the 
Joint Africa-Europe Strategy (JAES) (2007) and the Joint Caribbean-Europe 
Strategy (JCES) (2012). 

Even if this is a valid assessment, it is of course only one side of the 
equation, as the post-2020 scenario will come out of the negotiations by 
the EU and the ACP group. The role of the latter will be therefore 
fundamental in determining whether the dissolution option becomes a 
reality. Currently, the end to the ACP group and the ACP-EU partnership is 
not a welcome option to ACP Heads of State. These leaders 'resolutely 
reaffirm' in the Sipopo Declaration their 'determination to stay united as a 
Group' and to continue 'deepening and enhancing the ACP-EU 
relationship' as well as 'developing diversified South-South and other 
partnerships'. Behind this united front however, some see differences in 
the position of Caribbean and Pacific countries (firmly opposed to a split of 
the ACP group) and African ones (more receptive to deepening regional 
relations between the EU and Africa as a whole) (Negre et al, 2013). 

Although it may not be a very likely, the dissolution scenario needs to be 
considered. If the ACP–EU partnership is ended in 2020, substantial 
political and technical work will be needed in order to adequately manage 
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In this scenario, the goal of 
negotiations should be to 
transfer the substance of the 
ACP–EU partnership to 
different regional 
arrangements. 
 

it. For example, EU voices favourable to regionalisation note as a caveat 
the need for this approach to maintain the legal character of the political 
dialogue and development cooperation, something which may prove to 
be a complex task (Keijzer, et al, 2013). In a dissolution scenario the goal of 
the pre-2020 negotiations would be to establish the political, legal and 
institutional mechanisms necessary to allow the transfer of all those 
elements of the ACP-EU partnership that want to be preserved into the 
corresponding regional partnerships. These elements may include: 
development cooperation (probably with a different mechanism to the 
EDF); the promotion of common values and clauses for political dialogue; 
establishing parliamentary oversight of regional partnerships (perhaps 
building on existing structures such as the CARIFORUM-EU Joint 
Parliamentary Committee). The goal should be to transfer the substance of 
the ACP-EU partnership to relevant regional fora in order to assure their 
continuity. 

4. Option 2: Overarching ACP-EU framework and strengthened 
regional structures 

 
 
An exclusively regional 
scenario would entail the 
disappearance of a legacy 
built over 50 years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To prevent this, the 
coexistence of strengthened 
Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs) and an 
'umbrella' ACP–EU 
partnership could be 
promoted. 
 
 
 
 
 

The appeal of the regionalisation option not only stems from the 
conviction that this is a more logical approach than one originating from 
colonial legacies. It is also a recognition of the growing role which 
Regional Economic Communities (RECs) play within the ACP group and a 
desire to strengthen this further. This role is visible in areas that range 
from trade and development (EPA negotiation, regional development 
funds) to political dialogue (partnerships like the JCES) and even peace 
and security (ECOWAS' response to the Malian crisis). Nonetheless, 
choosing an exclusively regional option (as outlined above) — even if it 
includes all substantive elements of the current ACP-EU partnership — it 
would entail the disappearance of an important (formal and informal) 
legacy built over 50 years of relationship. This in itself is, for many actors, a 
powerful argument to maintain an overarching framework.  

The scenario that emerges here is to accept and promote the coexistence 
of strengthened RECs and an overarching ACP-EU partnership. According 
to an internal ACP study elaborated by Mirjam Van Reisen (2012), the 
generalised view among ACP countries is that regionalisation does not 
contradict the future of the ACP group as a whole. Facilitating the 
emergence of an 'umbrella ACP-EU partnership' (Laporte, 2012) in parallel 
to strengthened RECs would recognise the heterogeneity of the African, 
Caribbean and Pacific regions whilst maintaining a unique cross-
continental North-South framework with over 100 member countries, 
which would help the EU and the ACP strengthen their global position.  

If this option is chosen, then the objective of the negotiations of the post-
2020 framework — and the third revision of the Cotonou Agreement 
(2015) which would foreshadow them —would be to effectively set up 
this arrangement. These potentially very complex and sensitive 
negotiations would have to address political questions (which areas 
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This would recognise the 
heterogeneity of the African, 
Caribbean and Pacific 
regions and bring added 
value, as the overarching 
framework could focus on 
shaping the global agenda. 
 
 

would be the prerogative of the overarching ACP-EU structure and which 
of the individual RECs?) as well as the related technical and legal aspects 
needed to turn the political will into reality. The future framework would 
have to ensure that not only all valuable elements of the current ACP-EU 
partnership are maintained, but also that the strengthened RECs are 
adequately integrated in the new framework. RECs could be in charge of 
the detailed and technical work pertaining to development finance and 
trade provisions and perhaps some elements of the political dialogue — 
including effective parliamentary oversight building on regional ACP-EU 
meetings, or institutions like the CARIFORUM-EU Joint Parliamentary 
Committee. It could also be envisioned that this new 'dual arrangement' 
would bring an added value to the partnership. The political dialogue that 
would remain on the higher ACP-EU level could increasingly focus on 
global strategic questions. The provision of global public goods —
sustainable development, climate change —is one of the main reasons 
cited by EU voices for maintaining an overarching framework after 2020 
(Keijzer, et al, 2013). 

5. Option 3: A revamped ACP group, beyond an EU partnership? 
 
The ACP group has debated 
the future of ACP–EU 
relations more than the EU 
has, arguably because this 
will have a more direct 
impact on the group itself. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Sipopo Declaration 
envisions a 'more dynamic, 
innovative and cohesive' 
ACP group before 2015. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Debates on the future of the ACP-EU partnership are more advanced on 
the ACP group than on the EU side. Arguably because the outcome will 
have a more direct impact on the future of the ACP group than on that of 
the EU. The ACP group has set up an ambassadorial working group, 
commissioned a study and devoted its most recent Heads of State Summit 
to the topic of the future of ACP. The findings of the study confirmed the 
commitment of the ACP members to the group and also its continued 
relevance. It also highlighted that political leadership is needed to 
strengthen the global position of the ACP group — through internal 
reforms, achieving greater visibility and strengthening relations with the 
EU and with emerging economies (Van Reisen, 2012).  

These findings appear to have informed the Sipopo Declaration in which 
ACP leaders stated that 'demands for fundamental renewal and 
transformation are no longer mere options but unavoidable imperatives 
for strategic change'. The political commitment contained in the Sipopo 
Declaration envisions a 'transformed ACP' group increasingly determined 
to foster South-South and intra-ACP cooperation. A South-South 
orientation which could imply changes on the membership of the ACP 
group, although this would go on the direction of adding new members, 
not decreasing them in order to become an 'LDC-only group' (Van Reisen, 
2012). This is in any case considered less important and urgent than 
clarifying the renewed political mandate of the group.  

The objective of shaping 'a more dynamic, innovative and cohesive ACP 
group' before the 2015 revision of the Cotonou agreement is stated on the 
Sipopo Declaration. This seems like an ambitious goal, but one that if 
achieved, could significantly shape the ACP–EU partnership after 2020. If 
the ACP group is able to develop its political vision and translate this into a 
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A stronger ACP group, able 
to diversify its international 
partnerships, would have a 
greater power to shape 
future ACP–EU relations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A more balanced and equal 
partnership after 2020 
would present new, radical 
questions for the ACP and 
the EU. 

clear mandate, reaffirm its independence (including on financial matters), 
carry out internal reforms — including its Secretariat — and diversify its 
international partnerships, it will be on a much stronger negotiating 
position vis-à-vis the EU. This firmer position could allow the ACP group to 
correct what it perceives as unbalances within the ACP–EU partnership. 
However, it should be remembered that asymmetries between the ACP 
and the EU are constitutive elements of the original partnership and have 
largely remained in the areas of development cooperation and trade 
preferences (even if these set to be eliminated).  

If the ACP group seeks to shape a more balanced and equal relationship 
with the EU after 2020 (even if maintaining as much as possible the spirit 
of the current partnership), this could have potentially very significant 
implications. A situation in which the EU is no longer the only partner to 
the ACP group would have to make the EU reflect about what it can offer 
to make itself an attractive partner. Also, a more balanced relationship 
with the EU may entail a redefinition of development cooperation, away 
from donor-recipient models, and perhaps also changes to its financial 
implications. This scenario would present the ACP group and the EU with a 
set of new, and potentially radical, questions for the future partnership 
that would involve identifying common values and interests that can be 
placed at the core of a new and more equal partnership.  

6. Conclusions and outlook 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1:  
Summary of selected 
options for the ACP–EU 
partnership after 2020  
 (C) European Parliament, 
DG EXPO Policy 
Department, 2013, MMG 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The future of ACP–EU relations after 2020 will be the outcome of a political 
process. This will shaped by the positions adopted by the ACP and the EU, 
and by the negotiations between both partners. As such, it will be 
determined by two key variables: the nature of the ACP group post-2020; 
and the relationship between the ACP group and the EU.  The interplay of 
both variables could lead to a large number of outcomes. This is 
represented on the figure below.  

The three broad scenarios explored above therefore, do not constitute a 
detailed or exhaustive list. Many more can be envisaged, including as sub-
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The future of ACP–EU 
relations will be clearer once 
negotiating positions — 
especially those of the EU — 
are adopted, and after the 
third revision of Cotonou 
(2015).  
 

sets of each option outlined. For example, a scenario in which the ACP–EU 
framework disappears can result in either a successful or a failed 
regionalisation, depending on the agreements reached between the EU 
and each regional partner; also, the emergence of a revamped ACP group, 
as outlined in option 3, does not determine whether this group would 
pursue a very close partnership with the EU or rather the opposite, 
focussing exclusively on emerging partners. Nonetheless, the three 
scenarios presented do reflect a range of options which are consistently 
discussed in the consulted literature.  

Exploring more in detail the future of ACP–EU relations requires further 
research, including on the legal, political, economic, social implications of 
each scenario for both the ACP group and the EU. This now appears as a 
vast task, but it will become easier once the negotiating position of each 
partner — and especially of the EU — becomes known. The run up to the 
third revision of the Cotonou Agreement (2015) will, without a doubt, 
serve as a reliable indication of what the future ACP–EU relations may look 
like after 2020. This makes it essential for the JPA to closely follow 
developments in this regard.  
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