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The ACP states have for a long time been special partners of the European Union. The 
entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty implies numerous changes to the future of the 
ACP-EU partnership.

These changes affect first and foremost the institutional structure of the Union and 
they are likely to influence the political dialogue (1); this then means understanding 
correctly the new competences of the European Parliament and rethinking the role of 
the JPA in order to establish a sustainable, balanced partnership (2).  

Institutions and political dialogue

The removal of the explicit reference to the ACP in the Lisbon Treaty presents both 
parties with the challenge of redefining their common interests so that the value of the 
partnership, in place since 1975, is strengthened. 

The challenge here is the post-Lisbon institutional restructuring of EU-ACP relations, 
namely capitalising on the new provisions offered by the Lisbon Treaty and on the 
achievements of the partnership in order to better tackle the new global challenges. 

The Lisbon Treaty provides for better coordination of the EU’s external action. The 
European External Action Service, led by the High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy, Catherine Ashton, is organised geographically in three directions: 
for Africa, America and Asia. This reorganisation is the strict application of the 
objective of putting relations with the ACP countries and the other EU partners on an 
equal footing. 

Indeed, EU-ACP relations are based on a whole range of elements, from development 
to conflict prevention, via security, stability and defence of human rights. However, 
there are still questions regarding the role of the development policy in the overall 
framework of the EU’s external policy. Some people will talk about a risk of 
marginalisation and taking advantage of development cooperation. The EU’s new 
external policy can only be effective if it combines all of the instruments at its 
disposal in a clever fashion. As long as poverty eradication remains a priority global 
objective in the Union’s political agenda, development cooperation will have as much 
weight as the other policies and will not be relegated to the background. 

To this end, it is important that the European Commission’s Directorate-General for 
Development has sufficient capacities and resources to implement its action in full.
This is particularly important to allow it to have sufficient influence on the final 
programming for each country and the allocation of funds. It is up to the EEAS to 
treat the development policy as a priority in its external relations.

The institutional restructuring also requires the role of the EU delegations to be re-
examined. It is important to clearly define these delegations, to allocate to them the 
resources and human resources required, and to coordinate the instructions coming 
from Brussels so that they are not overburdened and can fully commit to their new 
competences. 
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However, over and above the European institutional structure, for the ACP group it is 
important to rethink its functioning and its organisation. The ACP group has on 
numerous occasions expressed its concerns about the institutional changes linked to 
the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty. However, it should see these changes as an 
opportunity to reshape its relations with the EU. It is only by taking account of their 
joint responsibility that the ACP and the EU will truly be able to adapt their relations 
to the new realities and transform the ‘donor-beneficiary’ relationship into a genuine 
‘partner-partner’ relationship.

They also need to redefine their areas of common interest. The political dialogue, 
which is running out of steam today, will only be revitalised if new common 
perspectives are defined. Energy, for example, could be one opportunity for creating 
new synergies, between a European continent suffering from high energy dependency 
and an African continent that could benefit from investment in the production of 
renewable energies. Similarly, climate change is another significant common interest. 
Migratory issues should also be the subject of an in-depth reflection in order to build a 
win-win approach so that both parties benefit equally from the mobility of workers, 
researchers, students and even businessmen.  

This establishment of a framework of common interests goes hand in hand with the 
requirement to follow up and monitor the political and institutional changes in order 
to adapt the partnership’s priorities as quickly as possible. The better the ACP 
partners understand the challenges posed by the changes, the more capable they will 
be of maintaining their position as a key partner of the European Union. It is therefore 
important for them to build a solid framework of relations with the High 
Representative, her External Action Service and the delegation heads. 

Revitalising the political dialogue also requires opening the ACP group up to other 
emerging countries (India, Brazil, China, etc.). The ACP group must continue with its 
integration and push forward its relations with other partners. However, it is also 
important to ensure coherence with regard to the major problems defended at the large 
international summits and their actual application when the agreements are concluded 
with the emerging countries. The principle of conditionality of EU development aid 
(which does not exist among other partners) must be seen as a security for an ongoing 
and continuous improvement of the populations’ living conditions. 

European Parliament and Joint Parliamentary Assembly

The entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty adds 40 new areas to the ordinary legislative 
procedure. Parliament now legislates on an equal footing with the Council on all of 
these new Community policies, which significantly enlarges its competences.

However, bringing these policies within the Community sphere also extends the 
possibilities for the ACP group. Article 12 of the Cotonou Agreement states that 
‘where the Community intends, in the exercise of its powers, to take a measure which 
might affect the interests of the ACP States, as far as this Agreement's objectives are 
concerned, it shall inform in good time the said States of its intentions. (...) the ACP 
States may, in addition, transmit their concerns in writing to the Community as soon 
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as possible and submit suggestions for amendments indicating the way their concerns 
should be met’.1

It goes without saying that the ACP states have everything to gain from making 
extensive use of this article to maximise this opportunity to influence the Community 
policies that have an impact on their development. This will play a decisive role in 
strengthening the partnership and defining common priorities, and could, eventually, 
open up new possibilities. 

Similarly, the possibility of integrating the EDF into the budget following the removal 
of the explicit reference to the ACPs in the Lisbon Treaty would strengthen further the 
European Parliament’s powers in this area, given that its agreement is required to 
approve the budget.

When it comes to trade, for example, Parliament has become a key player in 
negotiating trade agreements: its approval is needed for the adoption of the trade 
agreements negotiated and it can withdraw its approval of an agreement that would 
harm its interests. Thus, in order to better defend their positions and interests, the ACP 
partners should forge greater links with the Members of this institution. 

That is where the role of the Joint Parliamentary Assembly takes on its full meaning. 
The JPA should now be seen as a platform for exchanges between parliamentarians on 
both sides, during which all discussions on the changes and developments in ACP-EU 
relations could be examined. Consequently, it would seem appropriate to seriously 
consider including in the JPA agenda debates on the agreements being 
negotiated.

In conclusion, it is important for the ACP-EU partners to seize the opportunity of the 
institutional ‘shake-up’ to bring their interests to bear, thereby giving impetus to their 
partnership. The dialogue between those involved in the partnership should be more 
open and frank so that solutions can be found for the most sensitive and the most 
delicate topics in the interest of all. 

                                               
1(2010/648/EU) ‘As a consequence of the entry into force of the Treaty of Lisbon on 1 December 2009, the 
European Union has replaced and succeeded the European Community and from that date exercises all rights 
and assumes all obligations of the European Community. Therefore, references to "the European Community" 
in the text of the Agreement are, where appropriate, to be read as "the European Union”.’ 


