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Firstly, there is a historical asymmetry in the electoral results of political families in 
Wallonia, Brussels and Flanders. For example, left-wing parties have always been much 
weaker in Flanders than in Wallonia, and vice versa for right-wing parties.2

Secondly, there is a form of ‘national’ pride in Flanders that is largely missing in Brussels 
and Wallonia. The result is the presence of a powerful Flemish Nationalist party, the N-VA, 
and a very important Radical right-wing party, Vlaams Belang (‘Flemish interest’). Both are 
active only within the Dutch-speaking spectrum, including the social sphere. Both advocate 
a form of welfare chauvinism3. In the 2019 elections, for example, Vlaams Belang called for 
a minimum pension of €1,500 and a return to a statutory pension age of 65, but only for 
Flemings. By contrast, there is no longer any Walloon regionalist party.

Finally, except for the Labour Party (PTB-PVDA), a radical-left-wing party, each political 
family is divided into two independent parties, sometimes with very loose links to each 
other, or even none at all during some periods: there are two Socialist; Christian Democrat; 
Liberal; and Green parties.

Since entering the 21st century, the political system has been characterised by a marked 
increase in electoral and parliamentary fragmentation. As far as the distribution of votes is 
concerned, the fragmentation index4 (between 0 and 1) shows the trend. In the most recent 
national election, it peaked at 0.91 (see Table 1). Given the proportional representation 
electoral system, this has a major impact on the distribution of seats, resulting in a wide 
spread in the House of Representatives. This is refl ected in the effective number of parties.5 
Here, too, it has never been higher than at the 2019 general election: 9.7 (see Table 1).

Table 1. Evolution of the fragmentation index and effective number of parties since 1946.

Fragmentation index Effective number of parties

1946 0.69 2.91

1949 0.69 2.75

1950 0.64 2.49

1954 0.67 2.63

1958 0.64 2.45

1961 0.68 2.69

1965 0.75 3.59

1968 0.81 4.97

2 Delwit, P. (2022) La Vie Politique en Belgique de 1830 à Nos Jours (Brussels: Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles).

3 Abts, K., E. Dalle Mulle, S. van Kessel et al. (2021) «The welfare agenda of the populist radical right in 
Western Europe: Combining welfare chauvinism, producerism and populism». Swiss Political Science 
Review, 1(27): 21-40.

4 To calculate the fragmentation index, each party’s proportion of the vote squared is summed. The index 
is equal to one minus this proportion. The closer the fi gure is to one, the more fragmented the system. 
Conversely, the closer it is to zero, the less fragmented it is: If = 1 − �-  (vp/V)2. Rae, D. (1968) “A note on 
the fractionalization of some European party systems”. Comparative Political Studies, 3(1): 413-418. 

5 Laakso, M. and R. Taagepera (1979) “Effective number of parties: A measure with application to West 
Europe”. Comparative Political Studies, 1(12): 3-27.
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1971 0.81 5.90

1974 0.84 5.80

1977 0.82 5.21

1978 0.87 6.77

1981 0.89 7.62

1985 0.88 7.00

1987 0.88 7.13

1991 0.90 8.41

1995 0.89 8.03

1999 0.90 9.05

2003 0.89 7.03

2007 0.89 7.91

2010 0.90 8.71

2014 0.89 7.82

2019 0.91 9.69

The division of political families into two distinct parties mechanically increases electoral 
and parliamentary fragmentation. However, the contemporary trajectory of fragmentation 
is independent of this political fact. The historic socialist; Christian democrat and, to a lesser 
extent, liberal families are in decline (see Table 2).

Table 2. Evolution of the electoral results of the Christian Democrat, Socialist and Liberal 
families since 1919 in Belgium (in %).

Christian 
Democratic family Socialist family Liberal family

1919 35.1 36.5 17.6

1921 34.1 34.8 17.8

1925 37.4 39.5 14.6

1929 35.4 36.0 16.6

1932 40.1 35.6 14.3

1936 27.6 32.0 12.4

1939 30.0 30.3 17.2

1946 42.5 31.6 8.9

1949 43.6 29.7 7.5

1950 48.0 34.2 11.3

1954 41.1 37.3 12.1

1958 46.5 35.8 11.0

1961 41.5 36.7 12.3
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1965 34.5 28.3 21.6

1968 30.5 26.9 20.0

1971 30.1 27.2 16.8

1974 32.7 26.2 15.2

1977 36.0 27.1 15.6

1978 36.3 25.4 16.3

1981 26.5 25.1 21.5

1985 29.3 24.5 21.0

1987 27.5 30.5 21.0

1991 24.6 25.5 20.1

1995 24.9 24.4 23.4

1999 20.0 19.8 24.4

2003 18.6 28.6 26.4

2007 25.2 21.0 23.5

2010 16.4 22.9 17.8

2014 16.6 20.6 19.4

2019 12.6 16.2 16.1

The salience of the linguistic divide, political thought and action in isolation in the 
linguistic areas; the trend towards increased fragmentation; and the rise in power of radical 
right-wing and radical left-wing parties make it extremely diffi cult to establish governments 
and, even more so, governments that are even remotely coherent. Building a parliamentary 
majority is becoming increasingly diffi cult and time-consuming. Since the 2007 general 
election, an extreme length of time has been systematic: 194 days after the 2007 election 
a government was formed; 541 days after the 2010 election; 139 days after the 2014 
election; and 493 days after the 2019 election. The result has been, on one hand, a loss of 
confi dence in politics and political parties6 among large parts of the population and, on 
the other, long sequences of caretaker governments. They cannot take any new initiatives 
and must apply the budgetary framework implemented the previous year. From 1 January 
2007 to 30 June 2023, the federal government was a caretaker government for 1,246 days, 
well over three years.

The federal government, which was established after the spring 2019 elections, took 
offi ce on 1 October 2020. The parliamentary majority comprises seven political parties 
from four political families: Liberal, Socialist, Christian Democrat and Green. The opposition 
consists only of the Flemish nationalists, who are nevertheless in power in the Flemish 
Region, the French-speaking Christian Democrats, the small Brussels party DéFI, and parties 
of the radical right and left.

Due to the opposing ideological profi les of the players in government and the presence 

6 “Grand baromètre: Sept Belges sur dix se méfi ent de la politique”. Le Soir, 3 April, 2023.
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of Dutch-speaking and French-speaking parties, no major changes can be made to public 
policy. Choices have always been based on the lowest common denominator between 
contradictory political and social expectations and demands.

The government that came into being in October 2020 was primarily a government 
fi ghting against the Covid-19 pandemic, for the widest and most effective vaccination 
campaign possible, and for social support for the sectors hit by the epidemic.

Once this mission had been successfully accomplished, governmental cohesion was 
severely weakened; this is logical given the opposing visions of the parties on several 
fundamental points: tax reform; individualisation of social rights; pension reform; and the 
energy and ecological transitions. Furthermore, Belgian governments have been called to 
order over the state of their public fi nances. Belgian public debt is once again over 100% 
of GDP.

Waiting for the 2024 elections
The year 2023 thus marked the transition from a fi ghting government to a paralysed 
one. Several ministers also experienced political problems. Vincent Van Quickenborne, 
Flemish Liberal minister of justice, resigned following an error by the judiciary in handling 
an extradition request for the terrorist who killed two Swedish supporters in Brussels 
on 16 October 2023. Sarah Schlitz, French-speaking Green secretary of state for equal 
opportunities, resigned too due to inappropriate use of a personal logo and errors in her 
answers in parliament. Hadja Lahbib, French-speaking Liberal minister for foreign affairs, 
was also in the hot seat for issuing visas to Russian and Iranian public offi cials and giving 
incorrect answers in the House. However, she refused to resign.

It should be added that, in recent years, the balance of power between political players 
in relation to the EU has been changing. For a long time, Belgium was a Europhile country 
for large parts of its population and for the vast majority of its parties. Several prominent 
Belgians have played a key role, directly or indirectly, in some of the advances made in 
European integration and in some of the decisive decisions taken in the reform of the 
Treaties. From 2009 to 2014, Herman van Rompuy was president of the European Council 
and, in July 2019, the former prime minister, Charles Michel, was elected president of the 
European Council too. Nevertheless, things have been partly changing. 

In Flanders, the two leading parties, the N-VA and Vlaams Belang, are members of 
eurosceptic groups in the European Parliament: the European Conservatives and Reformists 
Group for the N-VA; and the Identity and Democracy Group for Vlaams Belang. The radical 
left Labour Party is quite hostile to European treaties, but not to European integration or 
even European federalism. Furthermore, the strong polarisation affecting the European 
Union leads parties to be cautious on the issue.7

There is therefore every chance that, as was the case in 2019, the concomitant 

7 Hoon, L. (2023) “Euroscepticism in Belgium. Voters and parties in and toward the European Union”. 
Doctoral thesis, Université libre de Bruxelles.
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parliamentary, regional and European elections will push the debate on European issues 
into the background. 

However, it should be noted that N-VA and Vlaams Belang make little reference to the 
EU in their communication, and that among EU member states, support for the idea that 
more decisions should be taken at EU level is one of the strongest in Belgium. 68% of 
Belgians are in favour, which puts Belgium in third place behind Cyprus (87%) and Spain 
(76%).8 

On the political front, the mood is nervous. All parties in the federal government are 
forecast to fall, or even fall sharply. Prime Minister Alexander De Croo’s OpenVLD party 
(Dutch-speaking liberals), for example, was forecast at 8.5% in autumn 2023. The French-
speaking socialists and the Flemish Christian democrats are also expected to decline. On the 
other hand, Vlaams Belang and PTB-PVDA are expected to perform well. In September 2023, 
they were forecast to have 42 seats out of 150, compared with 30 today (see Table 3).

Table 3. Polls in September 2023 compared to election results in May 2019.

Poll in September 2023 Elections 2019

 Number of seats Number of seats

PS 16
30

20
29

Vooruit 14 9

MR 16
22

14
26

OpenVLD 6 12

CD&V 10
18

12
17

Les Engagés 8 5

Ecolo 10
14

13
21

Groen 4 8

PTB-PVDA 20 20 12 12

DéFI 1 1 2 2

N-VA 19 19 25 25

Vlaams Belang 26 26 18 18

150 150 150 150

Admittedly, these are only voting intentions, and the agenda and framing of the 
election are not yet fi xed. Nonetheless, an atmosphere of ‘end of reign’ and a leap into 
the unknown of fragmentation dominates people’s minds. This mood of end of reign 
refers not only to the federal government, which seems simply to be waiting for the 
elections, but is also linked to the fate of Belgium: N-VA and Vlaams Belang advocate for 
a major state reform.

8 “L’opinion publique dans l’Union européenne. Rapport national: Belgique”. Eurobaromètre Standard 98, 
Hiver 2022-2023, p. 18.
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In this anticipation of the electoral dynamic and the possible outcome of the polls, 
there are many similarities between the north, centre and south of the country. There are, 
however, some differences. Among the three major historical political families, the collapse 
is particularly striking in Flanders. It was already clear in 2019 and seems to be ongoing, to 
the benefi t of Vlaams Belang and, more recently, the PTB-PVDA.

The dynamic is less pronounced in Brussels and Wallonia. Although there was a sharp 
decline in 2019, the Socialist Party still remains the largest party and the Liberals (MR) second 
largest. Similarly, the infl uence of the Greens is stronger on the French-speaking side than in 
the Dutch-speaking area. This observation leads to another one: unlike the Flemish context, 
in Brussels and Wallonia, there is no radical right worthy of the name.9 In Flanders, Vlaams 
Belang leads the polls, while no radical right-wing party has a seat in Wallonia or Brussels. 
This leads to a last observation: the centrifugal political thrust benefi ts primarily the radical 
right in Flanders and primarily the radical left in Wallonia and Brussels. As said, this spectrum 
is occupied by the Belgian Labour Party. With its Maoist origins, the PTB-PVDA is not easily 
linked to other radical left parties.10 It does not come from the European communist mould, 
which it fought for a long time. It is not a party that follows the logic of left-wing populism, 
like Podemos in Spain. It is neither a party to the left of Social Democracy, playing the role of 
spur and support to a social democratic government, as in Sweden, Denmark or Finland.11 
Currently, its closest partner is the Portuguese Communist Party, and within the Left group, it 
is more closely linked to the so-called orthodox parties, particularly in international relations. 
The Labour Party does not want to govern on a national or regional scale and encourages 
social resistance through extra-institutional action, protests and strikes.

Under these circumstances, it is possible, if not likely, that the Socialist family will emerge 
as the leading political family in 2024, as in 2019. This status would be linked less to its own 
result than to the predicted decline of the Liberal family, its main challenger for this status. 

Hypothetically, French-speaking socialists could lay claim to the post of prime minister, 
a clear aspiration for Paul Magnette (PS). Conner Rousseau, leader of the Flemish Socialists 
(Vooruit, Forward), also expected this, but, in November 2023, he had to resign due to racist 
comments during a party. Melissa Depaetere has been elected as interim leader. A socialist 
prime minister has been rather exceptional in Belgium. The prime minister was socialist for 
only a few months in 1938, from 1945 to 1949, from 1954 to 1958, in 1973 and from the 
end of 2011 to 2014.

However, we need to be cautious in our expectations. The results on 9 June 2024 will be 
decisive. But much will also depend on the interplay of the players and the ease or diffi culty 
of establishing a government. Government formation has become so complex in Belgium 
that there is no longer a single logic leading to the appointment of a prime minister. The 

9 Close, C. and M. Ognibene (2021) “Les droites radicales en Belgique francophone”, in P. Delwit and 
E. van Haute (eds), Les Partis Politiques en Belgique (Brussels: Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles), 
pp. 421-452.

10 Delwit, P. (2022) “The Labor Party of Belgium (PTB-PVDA): A modern radical Left party?” Frontiers in 
Political Science, 11 May. DOI: 10.3389/fpos.2022.862949

11 Delwit, P. (2016) Les Gauches Radicales en Europe. XIXe-XXIe Siècle (Brussels: Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles). 
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prime minister’s infl uence in setting public policy has diminished over time. Above all, 
the prime minister retains a decisive infl uence over the agenda for dealing with issues 
and a form of veto in the decision-making process. To repeat Jean and Monica Charlot’s 
comments on parties, his power “[...] in government is perhaps more materialised by the 
measures that are not taken because of his presence than by those that are translated into 
law by himself and his allies (power of legislative veto)”.12

All that being said, although the prime minister’s role is complex and not necessarily 
attractive to the party from which he or she comes, it has paradoxically grown in 
importance from another viewpoint: the prime minister takes part in the European Council 
and is therefore an important player in the European decision-making process. It is this 
‘international’ dimension that makes the offi ce so attractive today.

12 Charlot, J. and M. Charlot (1985) “L’interaction des groupes politiques”, in V. Grawitz and J. Leca (eds) 
Traité de Science Politique. 3. L’Action Politique (Paris: Presses universitaires de France), p. 519.
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MARIA JOÃO RODRIGUES

UN Summit of the Future: 
A unique opportunity in a generation

The large-scale transformation of the present global order and the challenges humankind 
are currently facing have exposed the shortcomings of the existing global governance 
system. The UN Secretary-General has convened a Summit of the Future to reform global 
governance and adopt a Pact for the Future, which should also outline the policy goals and 
strategies to implement the sustainable development goals and create better life chances 
for the expanding world population. This chapter looks at the content that such a pact or, 
better, such a ‘Global Deal’, should be fi lled with to equip both developing and developed 
countries for a more sustainable future. 

The current global order is under a large-scale transformation: existential challenges 
emerging for the entire humankind; increasing inequalities within and between countries 
and generations; competing global strategies between great powers; fragilities of the 
multilateral system; and powerful disturbing triggers, such as the war in Ukraine.

There is a clear gap between the global challenges in front of us and the current global 
governance system. A Summit of the Future to reform global governance and to adopt 
a Pact for the Future, with commitments about policy goals and the solutions to deliver 
them, was convened by the UN Secretary-General to take place in September 2024. This 
was preceded by a Summit on Sustainable Development Goals in 2023 and will be followed 
by a Global Social Summit in 2025. All actors who want to change the global order for 
a better future should fully use this unique political sequence. 

Triggered by the report “Our common agenda”,1 presented by the UN Secretary-General 
for his second mandate, the preparatory process for the Summit to the Future started with 
a High-Level Advisory Board on Effective Multilateralism2 made up of personalities from 
all continents and is now underway with a plethora of contributions, which will come 

1 “Our common agenda”. United Nations website.
2 “A breakthrough for people and planet”. High-Level Advisory Board on Effective Multilateralism web-

site.
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from UN member states, regional organisations such as the EU, civil society stakeholders, 
nongovernmental organisations, business, trade unions, think tanks and academia. 

FEPS, as the central hub for European progressive thinking and holding UN ECOSOC 
status, is an active member of these different networks and wants to give a more specifi c 
contribution to the Pact for the Future and, more precisely, to the New Global Deal, which 
will enable many more countries to implement the sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
and all generations to improve their life chances. Let us underline that, as the last UNDP 
Report on Human Development shows, for the last four years, there has been general 
backsliding and increasing inequalities in the implementation of the SDGs.

To start with, some key questions can already be identifi ed. A New Global Deal should 
be an agreement with give and take from all involved parties, with trade-offs and synergies, 
and with a general win-win outcome. Important questions to be addressed include:

•  In which precise terms should such a deal be formulated?
•  How should these terms be translated into key policy fi elds, notably climate, digital, 

access to knowledge, education and social welfare? 
•  How can these terms be translated into trade agreements and new fi nancial and tax 

arrangements?
•  What are the main changes to be introduced into the global economic governance 

system to deliver on this New Global Deal?
•  How can foresight on long-term trends and possible scenarios lead to better choices 

to answer all these questions?

First refl ections for a New Global Deal
The fi rst set of ideas can be drawn from the ongoing global debate.
1) There is an increasing gap between mounting global challenges and the current 

global governance system. There are increasing inequalities within countries, between 
countries and between generations in the possibilities to deal with these global 
challenges. There is also a new geopolitical game. The world is more multipolar: the 
US-China rivalry is visible on many fronts; the G7 is too limited to lead the world; but 
possible alternatives, such as BRICS, are not credible either. Most of the countries and 
the world’s population do not want to be squeezed into this strategic rivalry and are 
looking for something else. 

2) We have a weak, outdated and imbalanced global governance, and it is clear that the 
only way to repair it is via a more effective, inclusive and fairer multilateral system. To 
give a new and legitimate direction to global governance and create hope for future 
generations.

3) Development is one of three pillars of the multilateral system and is at the heart of 
this malaise. On the one hand, developing countries have reached different levels, but 
many feel – and rightly so – they are hindered in their possibilities to catch up with 
developed countries. On the other hand, developed countries are confronted with the 
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need to deeply change their way of development. A new development model is indeed 
becoming an imperative everywhere and new global public goods must be provided to 
make this possible. There is only one way out of this situation: a much higher level of 
cooperation between developed and developing countries. 

4) This should be the main purpose of a New Global Deal, a deal to achieve a convergence 
towards a new development model. A more detailed discussion is necessary about the 
precise terms of this New Global Deal in different policy fi elds. 

5) A frank talk is necessary, and a critical assessment of the current global order is urgent. 
The interactions at stake are increasingly complex, and it is important to recognise the 
contrast between the positive developments and the negative trends, which affect the 
relationship between developed countries and developing countries:
• In times of an urgent green transition, the negative side is exporting carbon 

emissions to developing countries, and the positive one is cooperating with them 
for this green transition.

• The negative side is focusing on the extraction of resources, and the positive one is 
supporting their upgrade in the global supply chain.

• The negative side is exploiting cheap labour opportunities, and the positive one is 
building up new skills and improving workers’ living standards.

• The negative side is imposing unbalanced trade agreements, and the positive one 
is using them for win-win effects.

• The negative side is blocking developing countries’ industrial policy for the sake of 
free-market principles, and the positive one is accepting it, provided this is not just 
protectionism.

• The negative side is imposing monopolistic digital solutions to manage data and 
design algorithms, and the positive one is accepting more tailor-made solutions.

• The negative side is transferring the developing countries’ tax resources via profi ts 
shifting, tax avoidance or evasion, and the positive one is coordinating global tax 
rules to prevent this from happening.

• The negative side is triggering forced emigration only to block it afterwards, and 
the positive one is organising co-management of migration fl ows.

• The negative side is giving in to failures in the rule of law and democracy, and the 
positive one is demanding improved governance standards.

6)  Despite very different political views across the world, the SDG agenda remains one 
of the few offi cially agreed agendas that are broadly accepted by all UN member 
states, and it counts on quite a large support base among public opinion and different 
stakeholders. Nevertheless, all the reports show that the implementation of the SDG 
agenda is lagging behind and off track for reaching its 2030 objectives. 

7) It is high time to change the SDG agenda’s approach and move from a checklist of 
objectives towards a real commitment to implement a development strategy with policy 
priorities to be adopted in each national context and counting on a more powerful global 
support framework. The famous 17 top objectives should be better articulated. The 
interplay between the environmental, economic and social dimensions of sustainable 
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development must be supported by stronger means in terms of technology, trade and 
fi nance, and count on a more peaceful and democratic environment. 

8) The main responsibility to tackle internal social inequalities with a New Social Contract 
remains at the national level, but if we ask whether all countries have similar chances 
to implement the SDGs, the answer is no. That is why we need a stronger global 
support framework, whereby developed countries will actively support developing 
countries in terms of technology, trade and fi nance, provided the former deliver on 
their commitments. This should be the central purpose of a New Global Deal. An 
upward convergence process of countries and generations towards better standards 
and higher targets of sustainable development must be organised at all levels of 
governance, local, national, macroregional and international. From a long-term 
perspective, the needs and interests of the developing countries coincide with the 
needs and interests of future generations. A New Global Deal requires a new social 
contract and vice versa.

9) Considering the new aspirations for well-being and respect for the planet, we need 
to fundamentally change the way we measure prosperity beyond GDP. This will have 
crucial implications across the board, notably on the way we set standards and 
attribute value, remunerate and tax activities, with general implications for income 
redistribution. For instance, care activities are increasingly necessary to meet the 
human needs of an expanding population; hence, their value should be recognised 
and remunerated accordingly. By contrast, polluting activities or biodiversity depletion 
reduce value and should be taxed. Sooner or later, our national accountancy systems 
must be adapted accordingly, and our entire economies will work in a very different 
way more aligned with a new Social Contract and a New Global Deal.

10) The political pressure in this direction will increase due to the new boundaries becoming 
more visible: the planetary; human; and technological ones. They should be called 
boundaries because they set absolute limits and are signalled by irreversible tipping 
points with existential threats to humankind. This is the current case for climate change; 
pandemics; large-scale hunger and migration; and nuclear and cyber weapons, including 
AI. This is even worse when different boundaries become contradictory, such as the 
one between fi ghting hunger on the one hand and fi ghting deforestation and climate 
change on the other – a dilemma that exists in many regions across the world.

11) In this context, the main reference for global fairness cannot be only ecological, but 
must also be social. This means that, in an international negotiation about climate 
change, what is to be compared is not only the national level of carbon emissions, 
but it is also the per capita carbon consumption and the carbon emissions of the 
global supply chains that underpin this consumption. The same should apply more 
generally for the per capita use of natural resources. This means that a sustainable 
living standard for humankind should be defi ned regularly to conduct an upward 
convergence towards a fairer world, taking into account these boundaries.

12) Nevertheless, the current post-modernist calls for a post-growth economy are not 
justifi ed. Growth is necessary and possible but with a different quality. Growth is still 
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possible, provided it is less intensive in carbon and natural resources. Growth is also 
necessary to meet the human needs of an expanding population, and to create jobs 
and fi nance social protection. This will also create the kind of purchasing power that is 
one of the main engines for upward social mobility and fair transition for sustainable 
development.

13) The most powerful reform to drive this new trajectory for sustainable development, 
reducing social inequalities and building a new social contract is to connect all jobs, 
whatever their status – permanent, precarious or independent – and whatever the 
kind of company, sector or region, to a universal social protection system. This social 
protection system should be able to cover the main risks of ageing, health and 
unemployment and count on mandatory contributions from all those who have jobs. 
This is also the smartest way to formalise informal jobs, in developing countries as well 
as in developed ones, reducing their current share of 60% of the global number of 
jobs.

14) The most powerful investment to promote sustainable development and reduce social 
inequalities within countries and between countries remains education, because it 
promotes upward social mobility, accelerates the dissemination of knowledge and 
technologies and provides the basis for active citizenship and a more inclusive and 
democratic governance. The digital transformation should be channelled to create 
learning-platforms software and AI, which are tailor-made for different kinds of 
participants.

15) Women are not a specifi c social category: they are half of humankind. That is why their 
equal access to education and better-paid jobs would be the societal transformation 
with the highest implications on several fronts, not only to respect human rights and 
increase social fairness, but also to increase total productivity and human quality 
of products and services, as well as to strengthen social protection and to improve 
governance for sustainable development everywhere.

16) Most of the current economic activity is driven by global supply chains that need to be 
envisaged as key economic entities, being led very often by multinational corporations 
and involving a diverse network of companies and providers. These economic entities 
should not only be encouraged to contribute to SDGs, but should also be made 
accountable in terms of environmental, social and economic responsibility. As this 
is typically a matter of global governance, the multilateral system should upgrade its 
current environmental, social, technological, trade and fi nancial frameworks to deal 
with these new economic entities.

17) The increasing role of digital platforms to organise and manage global supply chains 
also requires a special regulatory effort to defi ne basic global standards regarding the 
security and quality of the devices interfacing with the customers, the ownership and 
management of data, and the basic principles to build up the algorithms underpinning 
new services and products. This is also relevant for general platforms, which are, in 
fact, the infrastructures of digitalised economies and societies. Setting global standards 
and accountability for these digital platforms will also help to prevent the risk of 
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decoupling, even if different alternative platforms should be allowed to meet different 
social or cultural preferences.

18) Economic decoupling between different economic poles would become a lose-lose 
game for all parties involved, but a balanced de-risking might be necessary to reduce 
some strategic dependencies. Provided that systemic protectionism is prevented, 
this might become a new reason for an active industrial policy adding to another 
compelling reason, which is building capacity by combining the relevant productive 
factors. This new shape of industrial policy, closer to innovation policy, should be 
part of a post-Washington consensus for all countries, not only for those that can 
afford it.

19) This is one of the reasons why fi scal space matters. Most of the big transformations 
underpinning the implementation of SDGs – the environmental, technological, digital, 
educational and social ones –require much larger-scale and longer-term investment. 
There is enough evidence from the recent past that imposing austerity for the sake of 
a fi scal rebalancing might become counterproductive because it reduces the growth 
potential and public revenue. Another approach for fi scal rebalancing is necessary to 
ensure a basic fi scal space for investments and reforms, which are crucial to increase 
this growth potential. This should also be the approach for international instruments 
of fi nancial support, be it for debt reduction, for countering shocks or for long-term 
investment, and which should operate based on a positive conditionality: fi nancial 
support can be given, provided the planned investments and reforms are delivered by 
the supported country.

20) The need for stronger international instruments of fi nancial support is even clearer 
when there are global public goods, which can only be delivered with a higher 
global coordination, such as responses to climate change, pandemics and major 
natural disasters or protecting global commons. The toolbox for international 
fi nance must be updated: offi cial development assistance should overcome its post-
colonial approach; development banks should be reformed to better leverage private 
investment; new forms of investment partnerships with higher accountability should 
introduced; special drawing rights (SDRs) should be redirected for the countries more 
in need; and global funds, such as the Green Climate one, should be funded not only 
by intergovernmental contributions but also by new forms of global taxation. All 
these instruments should also be used to promote technological co-creation between 
developed and developing countries at a much higher level. Nowadays, knowledge 
production and diffusion are critical factors for quicker upward convergence towards 
sustainable development.

21) Global tax coordination is emerging as a key pillar of a new fi nancial architecture. 
Firstly, to counter tax avoidance and evasion, which are depleting national fi scal 
balances and increasing public indebtedness. Secondly, to strengthen the international 
fi nancial support instruments for upward convergence in the SDG agenda. And thirdly, 
to fi nance the provision of global public goods and to protect global commons. The 
UN tax convention recently adopted is certainly a step in the right direction.
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22) A new multilateralism requires not only to defi ne updated global regulations for the 
big ongoing transformations – the ecological, the digital and the social – but also 
to recognise that states share common but differentiated responsibilities to advance 
global public goods and protect the global commons. This should be at the heart of 
a New Global Deal. This requires global public institutions that are accountable to 
their full membership, open to a diversity of viewpoints and new voices, and count on 
balanced and legitimate dispute resolution systems.

23) A new multilateralism must also be able to open real chances for all those who want 
to implement the SDG agenda. That is why the Summit of the Future’s main outcome 
should be not only a compelling declaration about a Pact for the Future, but also 
a point of departure for a more powerful process to change the way the multilateral 
system works and to better implement SDGs at all levels, committing all the relevant 
stakeholders. Rebalancing the world – people on the planet – will take time and will 
require a long-term and systematic process driven by a vision of the kind of global 
governance we need to mobilise women and men in full equality and meet future 
generations’ needs.

For a common framework 
to prepare the sequence of UN Summits

The sequence of UN Summits offers a unique opportunity, but also the risk of failure. 
A common and single framework to implement SDGs and to prepare the sequence of these 
UN Summits should be based on a clear vision of how the global governance system should 
work from now on to accelerate the SDG agenda in all countries and for all generations. 

This vision should be presented in three blocks:
1) national strategic plans to implement the SDGs;
2) global support conditions for these plans; and
3) global governance reforms.
Important inputs for this implementation process are real national strategic plans for 

SDGs, which should be considered not just a list of targets to be monitored in the same way 
in all countries. A strategic approach for SDGs should be based on a basic systemic model 
organising them as follows:

• in four blocks: the social; the economic; the environmental; and the governance 
ones;

• adding key policy levers, such as investment, trade, technology, taxation and fi nance; 
and

• taking into account the main demographic trends, such as ageing and migration.
It is after analysing the key trade-offs and synergies between all these factors that 

a national strategy to implement the SGDs can be better defi ned. It is particularly important 
to analyse the recent trends and identify the main impediments and trade-offs to explain the 
low SDG performance. It is also crucial to identify the critical factors to increase synergies. 
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Finally, it is important to identify which improvements depend particularly on the higher 
international cooperation – to be organised by a Pact for the Future.

A better implementation of the SDGs depends on national responsibilities, but also 
on better global supporting conditions, and they should be clearly identifi ed for concrete 
decisions at each bi-annual Summit. The following global policy shifts should already be 
referenced:

• Access to knowledge, science and technology with more open systems and with an 
intellectual property rights regime, which enables stimulus for innovation but also 
for better diffusion of new technological solutions. New schemes for technological 
co-creation should also be introduced to enable new solutions adapted to each 
national context.

• A global framework for the digital transformation defi ning common standards for 
the next generation of the web; for the use of personal information when expanding 
big data; for ethical principles to develop artifi cial intelligence; for the business 
model of fundamental platforms organising access to knowledge, the markets and 
supply chains; and for logistic support and the social interactions to end democratic 
debate.

• Global trade standards for the development of global supply chains, enabling capacity 
building in all countries involved, promoting better economic environmental social 
and governance standards, limiting profi t shifting and tax avoidance, and promoting 
technological co-creation.

• A global stimulus investment plan mobilising the various private and public 
components. This, on the one hand, would channel private investment, including 
from pension funds and foreign direct investment, to support the implementation of 
SDGs. On the other hand, it would strengthen the role of development aid and the 
regional development banks, as well as exploring new roles for the IMF, particularly 
by revising the framework to issue SDRs that are more targeted to the countries 
in real need. Debt management and restructuring in countries that are highly 
indebted or confronted with natural disasters should also be aligned with a better 
implementation of the SDGs. A global tax framework should underpin all this.

An international convention to update the terms to measure wealth creation is also 
becoming urgent. We need to go beyond the current convention based on GDP national 
accounts to recognise the added value of activities that are extremely useful, but often 
neglected, such as care activities of people and nature. On the other hand, there are 
economic activities that reduce wealth, such as activities that produce pollution, which 
should be targeted to be reduced and submitted to taxation, to fi nance real needs such as 
energy poverty or education.

The various policy shifts, which are identifi ed above, are based on the recognition of 
spillover effects of the development paths in some countries (notably in the north) on 
others (notably in the south). Several spillover effects have been identifi ed and confi rmed by 
recent analysis, such as the higher footprint carbon print of production and consumption 
in the Global North, the poorer labour conditions in the developing countries involved in 
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global supply chains, the brain drain and the capital drain from the south to the north, or 
the specifi c advantages stemming from stronger reserve currencies. 

These policy shifts should be introduced to reduce these spillover effects or to provide 
compensation for them in order to ensure a global governance framework that can better 
support the implementation of SDGs for all countries and all generations.

This recognition is the basis for the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities 
when tackling structural inequalities. Recognising different capabilities and the need 
for solidarity when confronting natural or civil disasters is an important complementary 
principle. Both these principles should also be taken into account when building up a global 
framework to protect global commons such as oceans, forests, cyberspace and outer 
space.

The third block of the common framework should be about global governance reforms 
and defi ne:

• how to strengthen the UN development, environmental, digital and social systems;
• how the multilateral system should work with a multilevel and multistakeholder 

approach;
• the implications for international fi nancial institutions and the WTO; and
• this process of more effective and inclusive implementation of the SDGs should 

count for a political engine, such as a bi-annual Summit, with all the relevant actors 
at national and global levels reporting on concrete outcomes and defi ning the next 
steps.
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UDO BULLMANN

Sustainable development goals 
and the way forward

This chapter critically evaluates the progress and challenges encountered at the mid-point 
of Agenda 2030 and its sustainable development goals (SDGs). Despite initial promising 
trends, the trajectory has been signifi cantly hampered by the Covid-19 pandemic, global 
crises and climate-related disasters. The situation is particularly dire in the Global South, with 
fewer opportunities and resources for meaningful progress towards the SDGs. The European 
Union’s strategic leverage lies in addressing these global inequalities and applying a holistic 
approach towards the implementation of Agenda 2030. It is imperative to address negative 
spillovers and bridge the fi nancing gap, necessitating reforms of international fi nancial 
institutions and fair debt-burden regimes. The chapter concludes by pointing out that the 
Global North cannot continue overlooking the exploitation inherent in its prosperity and 
that Europe’s progressives must embrace Agenda 2030, recognising the need for a global 
perspective and challenging the outdated system perpetuating inequality.

In 2015, the international community came together to adopt a transformative and 
ambitious programme: Agenda 2030 and its 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs). 
These 17 interconnected goals were designed to address some of the world’s most 
pressing challenges, from eradicating poverty and inequality to promoting environmental 
sustainability and peace. Now, as we have reached the midway point between 2015 and 
2030, it is a pivotal moment to refl ect on the progress made and the road ahead. When 
Agenda 2030 was developed as a successor to the millennium development goals, the 
world was another place. There was no Covid-19 pandemic, with several million deaths 
that brought public life and global supply chains to a standstill. Climate change was far less 
present in the debate, and a war in Europe with consequences for the whole geopolitical 
landscape was not on the cards.

Here, we look at the state of play and give an overview of achievements and shortcomings. 
In view of the recent SDG Summit 2023 during the United Nations General Assembly in 
New York, we elaborate on the way forward and the critical role that the EU should play in 
advancing the SDGs. 
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State of play
Before we discuss the future, it is important to understand where we stand today. The SDGs 
set an ambitious agenda, with 169 targets, covering a wide range of areas. Early efforts 
after the adoption of the SDGs showed positive trends in reducing extreme poverty and 
child mortality, advancing gender equality, increasing access to electricity and promoting 
renewable energy sources. 

However, the progress was fragile and the Covid-19 pandemic wiped out most of the 
fi rst achievements. Today, we see a bleak picture of rising global inequalities, hunger and 
poverty, and overall progress on the SDGs has stalled severely. Recent global events, the war 
in Ukraine and climate-related disasters have further exacerbated these challenges.

At the halfway point for the implementation of the SDGs to 2030, the situation is 
dire. About half of the goals for which trend data is available are off track and more than 
30% have either stagnated or fallen back from the 2015 baseline.1 Especially, the promise 
of leaving no one behind, a core principle of Agenda 2030, is under threat: predictions 
suggest that, without substantial changes, 575 million people will still be living in extreme 
poverty by 2030. Hunger levels have returned to those of 2005 and progress in closing 
gender gaps is slow. Education is suffering from years of underinvestment, leaving an 
estimated 84 million children out of school and 300 million unable to read and write by 
2030.2

Moreover, the climate crisis presents a signifi cant challenge. With the constant rise in 
global temperature and the slow transition towards renewable energy, millions of people 
are losing their living environment. Rural and socially vulnerable populations are hit the 
hardest. These regions often endure the worst of climate-related disasters, sea-level rises 
and changing weather patterns. By 2050, there could be over 140 million climate refugees, 
as many as 86 million alone in Sub-Saharan Africa.3 

The lack of progress toward the SDGs affects all nations, but the burden disproportionately 
falls on countries in the Global South. These nations face a complex web of challenges, 
including economic disparities, historical inequities, climate change and the fallout from 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Historical global injustices continue to play a pivotal role in exacerbating the disparities 
between countries in the Global South and their counterparts in the Global North. These 
historical injustices include colonial legacies, unequal trade relationships and exploitative 
economic systems that have left many countries at a signifi cant disadvantage. The enduring 
impacts of these systemic inequalities hinder their ability to access resources, fi nancing 
and technology necessary for sustainable development. The pandemic has deepened the 
disparities, with many countries in the Global South struggling to access vaccines, medical 
supplies and economic relief. The economic impacts of the pandemic have been severe and 
have not yet been overcome.

1 SDSN SDG Report 2023.
2 SDG Report 2023.
3 World Bank Report 2021.
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All of these factors contribute to the unequal burden share for countries in the Global 
South, making it even more challenging for them to allocate resources to sustainable 
development. They have fewer opportunities and resources to make meaningful progress 
towards the SDGs, perpetuating the global divide. Addressing these disparities requires 
international solidarity, equitable resource distribution and a strong political commitment. 
The 2030 Agenda can only be achieved if all countries pull on the same rope and everyone 
makes their fair contribution. In this regard, regular exchanges on global platforms can 
provide the necessary momentum, provided that concrete implementation measures 
follow.

Important summits in 2023: 
Turning points for Agenda 2030?

The High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) in July and the SDG Summit in September 2023 in New 
York were two important global platforms and have borne the hope of becoming crucial 
turning points for the realisation of Agenda 2030. Both meetings provided an opportunity 
for reviewing the SDGs’ progress and for member states to reconfi rm their will to achieve 
the common goals. 

The political declaration was negotiated in the run-up to the HLPF by Ireland and 
Qatar and signed by all UN states during high-level meetings. Leaders reaffi rmed their 
commitment to  Agenda 2030 and stressed the need for urgent action on poverty and 
climate change. They expressed concern about slow progress on the SDGs amid increasing 
global crises and committed to bold, inclusive action for sustainable development. The 
declaration highlights the interdependence of peace, security and the SDGs, and promotes 
international cooperation and partnerships at all levels. It is a call to action for a more just 
and sustainable world.4

For the fi rst time, the European Union presented its own voluntary review at the HLPF 
and showcased the state of play of SDG implementation as a bloc. This was an important 
exercise and a crucial signal of EU implication towards the achievement of Agenda 2030. 
With more than €50 billion annually, the EU is not only the largest donor of international aid 
in the world, but also an important driver of the global agenda. The report states that the EU 
is following a “whole-of-government” approach and that the SDGs are placed “at the core of 
EU policy”: “all EU actions and policies contribute to the implementation of the SDGs”.5

This is also a crucial element of the European Parliament’s own-initiative report 
(INI) Implementation and delivery of the SDGs, drafted together by the Committees for 
Development and Environment ahead of the HLPF. Parliamentarians are calling for an 
integrated EU SDG implementation strategy that also envisages additional funding for the 
achievement of the goals.6

4 Political declaration.
5 EU VR 2023.
6 EP SDG Report 2023.
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In its fi rst voluntary review (VR), the European Commission summarised the successes of 
EU Agenda 2030 implementation. A delegation of the European Parliament (EP) was in New 
York for the occasion of its presentation at HLPF and the rapporteurs of the EP report were 
present on the panel together with Commissioners Paolo Gentiloni and Jutta Urpilainen 
and the President of the European Economic and Social Committee, Oliver Röpke. This 
constellation was a very positive example of a holistic governance culture and as such also 
well received by the national representatives at the HLPF. 

Over the past fi ve years, there has been signifi cant progress in achieving certain SDGs 
in the EU. Notably, in promoting “Decent Work and Economic Growth” (SDG 8), reducing 
poverty (SDG1) and improving gender equality (SDG 5). Good progress has also been 
made in reducing inequalities (SDG 10); ensuring quality education (SDG 4) and fostering 
peace, security, access to justice (SDG 16) within the EU. Despite the challenges posed by 
the Covid-19 pandemic, remarkable achievements were realised in the areas of health and 
well-being (SDG 3) and innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9). Room for improvement 
remains regarding environmental concerns. The EU has set ambitious climate and energy 
targets for 2030, indicating likely progress in the coming years. As for global partnerships 
(SDG 17), trends refl ect the impact of the Covid-19 crisis, including increased public 
debt.7

However, in an increasingly interconnected world, the actions taken by countries in 
pursuit of sustainable development often have far-reaching consequences, both positive 
and negative, on other nations and their capacity to achieve the SDGs. The EU VR, therefore, 
also shows the spill-over effects of the EU on partner countries.

For instance, in 2020, the EU’s consumption contributed to a staggering 9.3% of global 
CO2 emissions, signifying a substantial environmental impact and accentuating the adverse 
spill-over effects of the EU’s consumption on other countries. As stated in the EP report, if 
the world’s population were to consume as much as the EU, 2.8 Earths would be needed 
to sustain its demand for natural resources. Therefore, all EU actions must be checked for 
their positive and especially negative spill-overs, to reduce global inequalities and enable 
a virtuous circle.

Fighting inequality: 
Strategic leverage to achieve Agenda 2030

In an era where inequalities persist both within and between countries, addressing these 
disparities stands at the core of Agenda 2030. The fi ght against inequality has the potential 
to be used as strategic leverage and become a driving force in advancing the global 
development agenda.

Rising inequalities are a global challenge, and the EU has considerable infl uence to 
promote policies that foster equity. This encompasses prioritising poverty reduction and 

7 Eurostat SDG Report 2023.
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sustainability in international development, trade and investment. One simple example 
are school feeding programmes. SDG 2, focusing on ending hunger and enhancing food 
security, provides a path where the EU can make a substantial impact. Initiatives such as 
school feeding programmes have the power to alleviate hunger among children, not only 
addressing a fundamental need and increasing their health, but also improving access to 
education, contributing to gender equity and prospects for a better future. 

This is also in line with the gender-responsive approaches to foreign policy that have 
been gaining momentum around Europe. By August 2023, 13 countries had committed 
to adopting Feminist Foreign Policy (FFP) approaches. FFP is committed to gender equality, 
inclusive policies and international cooperation. As it helps address gender disparities 
and structural inequalities, while promoting a more holistic and inclusive approach 
to international relations and development, it can be a valuable tool for advancing the 
SDGs. This aligns with the whole-of-government approach that fosters collaboration and 
coordination across various government departments and stakeholders. To improve SDG 
implementation, it is crucial to create an environment of inclusiveness and empowerment 
at all levels of society and government.

Following a holistic approach is pivotal to ensure the effi ciency and effectiveness of 
development assistance. The EU can play a vital role in enhancing aid coordination, aligning 
it with the SDGs, and investing in innovative development projects and capacity-building 
programmes. This will ultimately improve the impact of aid, especially in developing 
countries, bringing us closer to a more equitable world.

The European Commission under the leadership of Commissioner Urpilainen and on the 
initiative of the Socialist & Democrats Group in the EP has now taken an important step 
in this direction. The new ‘inequality marker’ was developed to check programmes and 
measures in the fi eld of European development cooperation to see whether they actually 
serve the weakest 40% of the societies. In that way, it can be systematically and verifi ably 
shown that the funds are used where they are most urgently needed. And programmes can 
be adapted, if the indication is insuffi cient. 

Tackling inequalities is not only a moral imperative, but also an essential driver of 
sustainable progress. Through more policy coherence and improved aid effectiveness, the 
EU can play a crucial role in advancing the global agenda to create a more equitable world 
for all. As has been mentioned several times above, this requires the appropriate funding.

Better fi nancing
One of the most signifi cant challenges in achieving the SDGs is the fi nancing gap. The 
annual fi nancing needs for achieving the SDGs are estimated at $4.2 trillion, thus over 
€3.8 trillion. For Africa alone, the sustainable fi nancing gap by 2030 is around $1.6 trillion 
(€1.4 trillion). This means additional funding of around $194 billion (€177 billion) annually 
for the African continent alone to fi nance the achievement of the SDGs by 2030.8

8 OECD 2023.
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To close this fi nancing gap, various components are necessary. Firstly, and most obviously, 
it needs more money. Offi cial development assistance (ODA) remains a critical source 
of funding for many SDG-related projects, particularly in the least-developed countries. 
Unfortunately, the EU and its member states have not fulfi lled their collective commitments 
to provide at least 0.7% of gross national income (GNI) as ODA. Additionally, in February 
2023, the SDG stimulus was launched by the UN secretary-general, as a response to the 
economic shocks caused by the pandemic, the war in Ukraine, rising food and energy 
prices, and tighter fi nancial conditions. The initiative seeks to increase SDG fi nancing and 
investment by a minimum of $500 billion annually, primarily through the expansion of 
affordable long-term fi nancing provided by multilateral development banks. 

Another tightly connected, crucial aspect: there must be an urgent rethinking of the 
international fi nancial institutions and a comprehensive and rapid reform. The International 
Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the European and national development banks must 
refocus their priorities on social cohesion and the fi ght against climate change.

Right now, the number of countries spending more on external debt servicing than 
on education and health is steadily increasing. It is therefore, thirdly, absolutely essential 
to introduce a fair and sustainable debt-burden regime for the most indebted nations. 
Countries that introduce free school meals and promote sustainable value addition should 
be supported in doing so, not prevented from making the necessary investments because 
of a lack of fi nancial means. 

A further vital element to consider is the consistent effort to combat tax havens. This 
alone can help many countries become stronger and more independent. Curbing illicit 
fi nancial fl ows could, according to United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 
almost halve the annual fi nancing gap of nearly $200 billion that Africa faces to achieve 
Agenda 2030. We should drive forward the digitisation of tax and customs administrations 
with joint pilot projects to ensure that the economic returns generated are also available to 
the respective countries.

To get Europe back on track, the Commission urgently needs to develop an EU 
SDG implementation strategy. This strategy should include the formulation of specifi c, 
measurable and time-bound targets and indicators, applicable to all member states and 
supported by concrete actions to achieve them. It also needs an updated monitoring system 
and indicators that take into account the EU’s internal actions and their global impact 
on the progress of the 2030 Agenda. For this, the European Parliament calls for creating 
a single, integrated fi nancial plan that is closely linked to these goals. This fi nancial strategy 
will ensure the allocation of the necessary resources and investments required to promote 
sustainable development across the EU.9 If these interlocking factors are implemented 
globally, the funding gap could be closed effectively and the achievement of the SDGs 
would once again be within reach.

9 EP SDG Report.
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Ways forward: Beyond 2030?
As we look ahead beyond 2030, the SDGs must continue to serve as our guiding light 
for global progress. The diffi culties the world is facing in their implementation should 
not discourage us from pursuing the goals. If anything, the ongoing crises demand even 
more focus on fi ghting inequalities and poverty on our planet and to empower our partner 
countries to set themselves on the path to sustainable development and building resilient, 
equal and just societies. 

However, we can observe that many powerful stakeholders are still operating within the 
logic of the classical national welfare state model. This model originated during the era of 
industrialisation and the uprising labour movement, primarily in Europe and North America. 
Nevertheless, today, we still act as if it were the global reality or the sole truth. The fact 
that our wealth is essentially based on the exploitation of natural resources, as well as of 
countries in the Global South, is largely overlooked. 

This bubble of prosperity, which has securely surrounded us for many decades, has 
developed cracks in the past and is fi nally bursting. The reality of the world is crashing down 
on us. Particularly, youth and opposition movements in the Global South are increasingly 
addressing the injustice. People are outraged, challenging the status quo, and revolting 
against the outdated system of the rich North and the exploited South.

Europe’s progressives therefore have to make Agenda 2030 their own. We need to 
undergo a reality check and fi nally realise that we are confronted with a global society. The 
insular view of our Western reality must end. Once this step is taken, the view will become 
clear for creating a new global framework.

Right now, the social democratic movement is called upon for the second, and perhaps 
last, time in history to fulfi l its mission: to fi ght for justice, social inclusion and sustainability. 
The multiple crises currently shaking the world fundamentally create a social democratic 
momentum. The question now is whether the social democratic movement still holds the 
answer. 

This time, we must apply our core idea not only to the comfortable island we have 
created for us, but to the world as a whole. In contrast to the past, we must stand against 
the exploitation of our planet and people worldwide. We cannot fail our commitment 
to leaving no one behind. Otherwise, we would fail humanity and our values for a fair, 
inclusive and sustainable world.
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UWE OPTENHÖGEL

 BRICS to BRICS+: 
From development ambition 

to geopolitical challenge

The BRICS summit in South Africa in the summer of 2023 might go down in history as 
a memorable date for international politics. Amidst a massive campaign by the G7 countries 
to isolate Russia as a reaction to its attack on Ukraine, some important regional powers of 
the non-Western world decided to apply to join BRICS, which counts Russia as a prominent 
member. With the addition of Argentina,1 Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates, the club will be enlarged from fi ve to 11 members by January 2024. 
As an expression of symbolist politics, the signal to be given to the West could not be 
clearer: these countries are no longer willing to allow anyone to dictate how to act or with 
whom to cooperate internationally.

Claiming an adequate place in the global order
Given the organisation’s legacy since its beginning, this development could hardly be 
foreseen. BRICS was launched in the summer of 2009 during the international fi nancial 
crisis. Adopting the acronym thought up by Goldman Sachs, one of the major American 
investment banks and main culprits behind the crisis, was seemingly not considered to be 
a problem. The bank had launched a new fund to channel its investors’ abundant capital 
into the most dynamic emerging markets of Brazil, Russia, India and China. South Africa 
was added in 2011 at the instigation of China: BRIC became BRICS.

After almost three decades of dynamic expansion and sometimes spectacular growth 
rates, particularly in China, it had become clear that the globalisation of goods and fi nancial 
markets was based on a deregulated capitalism, whose greed had caused it to overextend 
itself, pushing the entire international economic order to the brink of collapse and into its 

1 Under recently elected President Javier Milei, it is highly improbable that Argentina will join the club. In 
his election campaign, he explicitly excluded this option.
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greatest crisis since the Great Depression of the late 1920s. The emerging economies, and 
indeed the Global South as a whole, saw their conviction confi rmed that the international 
order at the end of the fi rst decade of the 21st century represented yesterday’s world. From 
the World Bank to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), from the UN Security Council to 
the global power of the US dollar, the institutions of the world order refl ected the balance 
of power in 1945 not 2009.

The emerging and developing countries felt more than ever that they were not adequately 
represented in this multilateral system, which neither refl ected the proportion of the global 
population they represented nor their growing political and economic importance. At the 
time of its establishment, the BRICS group of states represented around 40% of the global 
population. The BRICS countries’ share of global GDP grew from 8% in 2001 to 26% (in US 
dollars) in 2023, while the share accounted for by the G7 countries fell from 65% to 43% 
during the same period. Between 1990 and 2022, the BRICS countries achieved a growth 
rate of 4.5%, compared to a meagre 1.5% for the G7 countries, with China (12.3%) and 
India (6.4%) as the driving forces.2 

Since its launch, BRICS has been a loose association of very different states that are 
signifi cantly more divergent than the G7, for example. The group has little in the way of 
institutions, with neither a charter nor an executive or legislative body. It does not even 
possess a permanent secretariat. There are no formal membership criteria. The group of 
countries is also very diverse in political, military and economic terms: democratic and 
authoritarian governments collaborate with each other, and three of the members are 
nuclear powers (Russia, China and India). The group’s economic weight is very unevenly 
distributed. China’s gross national product is higher than that of all the other members of 
the group combined, accounting for some 70% of their total. There are also overt confl icts, 
including military clashes, between individual countries like China and India. The member 
states do, however, share common interests concerning the reform of the multilateral UN 
system, the international fi nancial system, trade and development.

Political legitimacy 
and priorities of the founding members

The fi nal communiqués of the past 15 BRICS summits are very clear in this respect. Three 
priorities have emerged over the period of the group’s existence:

1) The fi nancial system. The very fi rst fi nal communiqué stated the following: 

We are committed to advance the reform of international fi nancial institutions, so as to 
refl ect changes in the world economy. The emerging and developing economies must 
have greater voice and representation in international fi nancial institutions, and their 
heads and senior leadership should be appointed through an open, transparent, and 

2 Conte, N. (2023) “Charted: Comparing the GDP of BRICS and the G7 countries”. Visual Capitalist, 23 Oc-
tober; Gylafson, T. (2023) “G7 versus the BRICS: Taking stock in 12 fi gures”. Social Europe, 3 October. 
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merit-based selection process. We also believe that there is a strong need for a stable, 
predictable and more diversifi ed international monetary system.3

2) Development and trade. BRICS fi rst vigorously promoted the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) and, from 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). By doing 
so, BRICS chose a position which refl ected that of the many successful major UN 
conferences4 that have had a lasting impact on the development agenda, leading 
up to the Paris Climate Conference and the adoption of the SDGs. This phase of 
multilateral politics was characterised by the socialisation of international relations. 
The World Social Summit (not a UN event), for example, declared itself a “summit 
from below”. The groundbreaking results of these conferences for the international 
community would not have been possible without the participation of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) of all kinds. 

3) A far-reaching reform of the UN system and its approach to multilateralism. 
Given this background, it is clear that the emergence of BRICS on the international 

stage has been associated with a high degree of legitimacy for the Global South. An actor 
had emerged that was committed to a fairer multipolar order, which was interpreted as 
a further step towards the emancipation of the developing countries. The end of European 
colonialism appeared to be a pivotal but incomplete step on the road to liberation. It was 
quickly replaced by neo-colonial dependency and exploitation, based on the US-dollar-
dominated fi nancial system. This became particularly evident during the debt crisis that the 
developing countries suffered in the 1980s.

The structural adjustment programmes drawn up by the IMF forced developing countries 
to liberalise trade, privatise and implement a variety of austerity measures as a condition 
for the loans they needed. These policies forced countries to cut social services and led 
to an increase in poverty and inequality. It made self-determined national development 
impossible for many developing countries. 

Given these initial conditions for BRICS, many analysts from 2009 onwards began to see 
the group of states as a potential challenge to the Western countries that collaborated in 
the G7. This turned out not to be the case, however. The predicted growth of the emerging 
economies failed to materialise. Instead, BRICS lost momentum. Brazil and South Africa were 
engulfed by domestic political problems. And Russia stagnated as a rent economy based 
on energy and raw materials. “Non-Asian BRICS economies stagnated in the 2010s. At 
summits, the bloc would issue garbled communiqués about the perfi dious West, which the 
perfi dious West would promptly ignore. The BRICS looked dead”,5 is how The Economist 
recently described this phase.

3 See the BRICS information portal. 
4 See “Die großen Weltkonferenzen der 1990er Jahre”. Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammen-

arbeit und Entwicklung website [in German]. 
5 “The BRICS bloc is riven with tensions”. The Economist, 17 August 2023. 
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Looking inward in light of frustrated ambitions 
and a loss of global signifi cance

With the consolidation of the global economy in the aftermath of the fi nancial crisis, the 
pressure for reform that had characterised the fi rst meetings of the G20 began to wane 
on the Western side. The hopes that the Global South might fi nally play a greater role in 
shaping the international rules-based order were dashed: since then, the reform of the 
multilateral UN system has been subject to a never-ending debate, with the UN Security 
Council deadlocked; the IMF and World Bank in the hands of the Europeans and Americans, 
respectively; and the World Trade Organization blocked. In this respect, the 2010s were 
a lost decade for the Global South. 

Given these developments, the question arose as to what held BRICS together during 
this phase. Despite its loss of global signifi cance, the club fulfi lled a number of important 
functions for its members: it provided a platform to criticise the existing system; it indirectly 
contributed to the stability of their domestic regimes, and thus, offered protection against 
unwanted external interference (principles of sovereignty and non-interference); and it 
offered the possibility of fl exible foreign policy alliances. In addition, the nature of the club 
served as a source of prestige and, for Brazil and South Africa as the only members on their 
respective continents, it was a means of projecting their regional infl uence.

Even more importantly, however, BRICS began to build multilateral institutions, intensify 
their internal relations and adapt to the return to geopolitics in international relations. In 
2015, the Shanghai-based New Development Bank (NDB) was established as a lending 
platform for fi nancing in developing countries. A contingency reserve arrangement was also 
set up to act as a buffer in the event of global fi nancial pressure. The process of setting up 
the bank was protracted and fraught with confl ict among the club’s members, with China 
ending up holding the largest share of deposit capital at 40%. Apart from the fact that the 
balance sheet volume of the bank is many times smaller than the corresponding ones of the 
World Bank or the IMF, a lot of business is still done in dollars. Not only Western observers 
have criticised the NDB’s hitherto short performance (lack of transparency, too many loans 
in dollars, dominance of the founding members in the supervisory bodies etc.). “That does 
not suggest a truly progressive Global South bank”, says Professor Daniel Bradlow from 
the University of Pretoria in South Africa.6 Some of the assessments of the NDB‘s business 
practices are highly critical: „How the BRICS nations failed to rebuild the global fi nancial 
order“7 was a headline on the TV channel France24.

Regardless of these assessments, from the perspective of its shareholders, the BRICS 
states had made a start. China, in parallel, vigorously pursued its own global strategy 
in the form of the Belt and Road Initiative and set up its own development bank (Asian 

6 “The BRICS bloc is riven with tensions”. The Economist. 
7 The role and impact of the NDB has been covered and debated in the international media. For example, 

see: “How the BRICS nations failed to rebuild the global fi nancial order”. Reddit website; D. Zhang 
(2016) “NDB: A bank with a question mark”. DW, 4 August.
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Infrastructure Investment Bank, AIIB), which somewhat overshadowed the launch of the 
BRICS Bank (NDB).8 

The most crucial aspect in the 2010s was probably the strengthening of internal 
relations between the member states in the areas of investment and mutual trade, which 
have been expanded. Exchanges and communication between national governments and 
government-related organisations have also been intensifi ed and, in addition to the annual 
summits, many working groups and forums have been set up. Until the middle of the 
decade, Brazilian and international NGOs, such as Oxfam, remained under the illusion 
that they could advise BRICS on how to deal with civil society.9 However, it is not NGO 
activists who meet within the framework of BRICS, but representatives of ministries, ruling 
parties, companies, academia and so forth. This leads to the formation of networks of 
functional elites closely associated with the regime. This practice shows that the BRICS club 
has little intention to allow for civil society participation. It instead resulted in a reversal 
of the socialisation of international politics achieved in recent decades. BRICS is a purely 
intergovernmental endeavour.10 

The pandemic and Russia’s war as catalysts
All these events happened largely under the radar of the West, which, since the fi nancial 
crisis, has been preoccupied with managing multiple crises and the return of geopolitics. 
It was not until the pandemic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine that the West realised it 
could no longer take for granted that countries of the Global South would automatically 
follow its lead. On the contrary, it became clear that Western ignorance had come at a high 
price. Both events reinforced the trend towards a reshuffl e and deglobalisation. As far as 
the pandemic is concerned, the developing countries had to face the bitter truth that the 
rich countries of the West were unwilling to recognise the Covid-19 vaccine as a “global 
common good”, as demanded by India and South Africa.11 Instead, they protected the 
patents of their multinational pharmaceutical companies – despite a global pandemic with 
an uncertain outcome. The outbreak of the war in Ukraine also soon demonstrated that 
wars waged by major powers have far-reaching global consequences and can, at best, be 
confi ned militarily. 

8 For China’s global strategy under President Xi, see: U. Optenhögel (2022) “Sind Chinas beste Zeiten 
schon vorbei?” Mit Sicherheit kontrovers Blog, 21 November [in German]; U. Optenhögel (2023) “China 
en el orden global: ¿socio comercial, competidor o alternativa sistémica?” Nueva Sociadad, January [in 
Spanish].

9 See “Improving global governance through engagement with civil society: The case of BRICS”. Oxfam 
Briefi ng Note, March 2016; F. Mello (2014) “Wohin geht die BRICS-Gruppe?“ IPG, 28 July [in German]; 
W. Gumede (2018) “Strengthening civil society infl uence on BRICS”. Democracy Works Foundation. 
Policy Brief 29, 15 June.

10 This is hardly surprising if we consider how China and Russia deal with citizens who do not conform 
to the system. They are systematically monitored (China’s social credit system), persecuted, sometimes 
murdered or locked up in a variety of ways. 

11 See the debate on this issue: B. Dhar (2021) “India’s vaccine diplomacy for the global good”. East Asia 
Forum, 8 February; “Campaigners warn that 9 out of 10 people in poor countries are set to miss out on 
COVID-19 vaccine next year”. Oxfam Press Release, 9 December 2020. 
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The war itself and the West’s decisive support for Ukraine resulted in supply-chain 
disruptions and shortages in various global markets (food, raw materials, energy etc.), 
leading to price increases and higher interest rates and infl ation, which put the issue of 
debt back on the agenda for a large number of developing countries.

The aim of the Western alliance was to turn Russia into an international pariah and bring 
it to its knees economically through tough and comprehensive sanctions of the kind that 
had never previously been applied. However, an unintended consequence of these sanctions 
has been a serious disruption of international trade and far-reaching repercussions on their 
own societies. 

Against this background, many countries from the Global South voted in favour of the 
March 2022 UN resolution that condemned Russia’s war of aggression. Of the fi ve BRICS 
countries, however, only Brazil voted in favour; Russia, of course, voted against; China, 
India and South Africa abstained. But only a few countries in the Global South joined 
the sanctions imposed by the West, because they saw their interests and relations with 
Russia as being in jeopardy and considered the war to be a Western or, more precisely, 
a European affair. In this confl ict, the West was repeatedly confronted with its own double 
standards, which have permanently damaged its credibility in the Global South. Had it not 
itself violated international law and ignored international norms on many occasions? The 
Indian foreign minister, Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, may have aptly described the Global 
South’s view of the Ukraine war when he said: “Somewhere Europe has to grow out of 
the mindset that Europe’s problems are the world’s problems, but the world’s problems 
are not Europe’s problems. That if it is you, it’s yours, if it is me, it is ours”.12 And whatever 
impact the war in Ukraine has on the relationship between the West and the Global South, 
the relation is exposed to a new stress test when it comes to the war between Israel and 
Hamas in Gaza.

Many developing countries see no reason to take sides regarding the war in Ukraine. In 
an era where the developed world is derisking and decoupling from one-sided dependencies 
on individual countries (China and Russia in particular), developing countries have leverage 
for the fi rst time in years. Indeed, they are suddenly being courted, whether for raw 
materials, because they are needed to solve global migration fl ows or simply because the 
increasing polarisation between China and the USA is opening up a negotiating space for 
the ‘nobodies’ of the international community.

BRICS enlargement as a challenge to the West
This tense, dynamic environment was the backdrop for the 15th BRICS Summit in South 
Africa in August 2023. Two signifi cant topics were on the agenda: expanding the club to 
include new members; and further decoupling from the dollar through growing trade in 
national currencies. Public interest in the meeting was high, an indication that BRICS has 

12 “Explained: What Jaishankar said about Europe, why Germany chancellor praises him”. Outlook India, 
20 February 2023. 
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become a symbol of a change in the global landscape, despite the fact that the club has 
achieved little in terms of its broad development policy objectives.13 Nevertheless, candidates 
for membership were queuing up in Johannesburg.

According to South Africa, some 20 formal applications were received and a further 20 
countries expressed an interest. Enlargement was a controversial topic among the founding 
members. China and Russia were very much in favour, while India and Brazil were opposed.14 
Without formal membership criteria, the admission of new members was purely a matter 
of infl uence between the founding members. The selection of new members, which has 
turned the group of fi ve into a group of 11 countries, leaves no doubt that Russia and China 
prevailed.15 

The new countries to be affi liated by January 2024 – Argentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) – consist of two monarchies, a theocracy, 
a de facto military dictatorship and a country currently engaged in a civil war. Only 
Argentina would have been an indisputable democracy, but after the election of its new 
president, Javier Milei, it is most improbable that the country will join the club (see also 
footnote 1). Why were countries such as Indonesia, Thailand, Nigeria, Vietnam, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Bangladesh, Mexico and Colombia not considered? The answer is that the 
chosen new members fulfi l a very specifi c task: 

The expansion of BRICS with additions of major energy exporters such as Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE, and Iran, improves the nominal importance of the BRICS as an energy and 
fi nancial partnership. Countries like Iran, Russia, and China have strong incentives to 
develop alternative currency system due to their concerns about sanctions and being 
cut off from the dollar-based system. This expansion also increases the potential for 
the promotion of the use of non-dollar currencies in energy pricing, trading, and 
settlement. BRICS expansion with adding new energy powerhouses could contribute to 
the development of alternative energy trading markets, both oil and natural gas. For 
example, China’s renminbi oil futures trading launched in 2018 has developed rapidly. 
The Chinese government is also very much interested in promoting the use of renminbi 
in natural gas trading.16

Russia and China have thus turned BRICS into an anti-Western project aimed at breaking 
the hegemony of Western countries in the current global order and the dominance of 
the US dollar in the global economy. The emancipatory elements of the founding phase, 
linked to a comprehensive developmental ambition, give way to a geopolitical project 
characterised by traditional power politics, economic and military strength, and foreign 
policy infl uence. If the enlargement that has taken place becomes the norm, there is every 
chance that BRICS+ will degenerate into a club of predominantly autocratic regimes. This 

13 See the analysis by T. Gylafson (2023) “G7 versus the BRICS: Taking stock in 12 fi gures”. 
14 For the motivations of individual players, see: Summit in South Africa – The BRICS states are still a long 

way from reaching their goal | Cicero Online.
15 For a size comparison with the G7 following the enlargement, see: N. Conte (2023) “Charted: Compar-

ing the GDP of BRICS and the G7 countries”. 
16 See the interview with Zongyuan Zoe Liu (international currencies expert) in “Is the dollar’s dominance 

ending?”. Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 17 October 2023. 



148

development offers nothing in the way of progress for the people in the developing world 
and is more likely to result in a return to the kind of great power politics that characterised 
the 19th century. The multipolar world of Vladimir Putin17 and Xi Jinping formulates neo-
imperialist claims to self-defi ned spheres of interest. It is not subject to any rules and is the 
precise opposite of a multilateral world in which everyone plays by the same rules. This 
understanding of multipolarity does away with rule-based order, replacing the strength of 
the law with the law of the strongest. And every autocratic leader is guaranteed a free hand 
in their own country. 

Open future, yet wake-up call, for the West
At the same time, the group is becoming even more heterogeneous than it already was, 
with growing imbalances between the member countries and outright confl icts between 
the new affi liates. How the remaining three democracies (Brazil, India and South Africa) will 
deal with the new, more limited and simultaneously more aggressive approach remains to 
be seen. The Brazilian president, Lula, who strongly advocated for Argentina’s membership, 
emphasised in Johannesburg that the BRICS group was not directed against others, but 
instead was about improving the Global South’s position in the international order.18 And 
some pundits advocate that, for India, “the most populous country on earth, the summit 
is just a sideshow, because India has larger ambitions – making the BRICS summit just 
one of many”.19 Against this background, it is doubtful whether the new direction and 
enlargement to BRICS+ makes the club more functional. Either way, it is a direct challenge 
to the West.20 

However sceptical one may be about the future of BRICS+, the interest shown at the 
Johannesburg summit and the number of candidate countries illustrates that multipolarity 
is well established in today’s global order. BRICS, or in the future BRICS+, is generally 
treated as an actor in this context. But, on a closer look, BRICS seems more of a symptom 
of the changes in the international arena than a cause. The weight between states and 
‘civilisations’ is changing with the economic and technological modernisation of the former 
“Third World”.

And BRICS is giving these changes an institutional face. For this to be successful, it’s often 
suffi cient to promote symbolic politics. Looking at the legacy of the ‘loose association’ it is 
evident that substantial developmental and economic achievements are limited, whereas 
the geo-political impact in a world of competing narratives can be considerable. History 
does however teach us that a world with multiple centres of power tends to increase the 

17 Russia under Putin developed the concept ‘Russkiy mir’, ‘Russian world’, which relativises existing state 
borders and explicitly includes the diaspora, a comprehensive concept that addresses ideological, politi-
cal, cultural, geopolitical and identity issues. The concept of Russkiy mir has already been employed by 
Putin to legitimise Russia’s annexation of Crimea.

18 See: “Debatte um BRICS-Erweiterung: Putin und Xi wollen Gegenpol zum Westen bilden - Lula nicht“. 
NTV, 22 August 2023.

19 Mohr, C. P. (2023) “One summit amongst many”. IPS, 21 August. 
20 See also H. Wulf (2023) “Kampfansage an den Westen“. IPG, 12 June [in German].
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risk of confl ict and war.21 A multipolar world can only ensure stability if the major powers 
collaborate. Where multipolarity is not integrated into multilateralism, the outcome is 
fragmentation and war.

The West, and the EU in particular, should see this development as a belated wake-up 
call. If the EU wishes to remain a global player, it should prepare itself for the fact that

multipolarity is here to stay, and the strategic landscape is likely to get even more 
complicated. Getting ahead in such an environment will require the EU to move beyond 
the West-centric transatlantic frame and truly engage with developing countries. It means 
sharing Europe’s knowledge, experience and wisdom with partners – but not lecturing 
and hectoring them.22 

The EU will have to learn to take autonomous decisions in an increasingly unpredictable 
and often fragmented multipolar world. But it is better equipped to do so than most other 
actors. As an alliance of very different, disparate and often confl icting member states, it is 
accustomed to complex situations and the art of compromise in diffi cult negotiations.

21 See interview with Matias Spektor in: J. Glüsing and B. Zand (2023) “Ist der Globale Süden moralisch 
überlegen, Herr Spektor?“ Der Spiegel, 24 August. 

22 Paikin, Z., S. Islam and S. Biscop (2023) “Regional actor, global player”. CEPS, 26 June. “Can the EU get 
the best of both worlds?
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LÁSZLÓ ANDOR 
in ter v iews  YOSSI  BEILIN

We need courage to bring peace 
to the Middle East

László Andor: As an Israeli politician with a distinguished career and experience in 
politics and peace negotiations, you are exceptionally well-placed to assess the current 
crisis and the tragic developments in Israel and offer your views to the readers of the 
Progressive Yearbook. How does the current tragic crisis compare with previous ones in 
Israel?

Yossi Beilin: I don’t have a proper answer because I cannot compare the current 
situation to anything I remember. Maybe you need a broader perspective to see things. But, 
in my view, the current situation only resembles 9/11. It reminds me of the feeling of the 
Americans before 9/11 when they thought that they were safe, that they were an island, 
and that nobody would ever try to assault their own territory. And then suddenly everything 
was endangered. So many people were killed in the Twin Towers and in the Pentagon, and 
even the White House could have been destroyed. And then there was such a deep feeling 
of vulnerability, which nobody expected. 

Eventually, of course, the Israeli heads of intelligence and the army will have to resign. 
There were some axioms about the enemy’s ability to do something like that. All the new 
technology and the investments that were made in defence, all this didn’t work. 

Hamas is everybody’s enemy. Even of those countries in the Arab world which are now 
criticising Israel. I know most of their leaders, and I know what they told me about Hamas 
in the past. They were the ones who warned me personally, saying to be very careful with 
Hamas. They told me you are too nice to them; you must be tougher because they are ISIS. 
Especially the peace camps are trying to fi nd a common denominator, saying that we must 
work together, asking “What do you really want? Can we compromise?” But there are 
people who really don’t want to talk to you. 

In the past, after the Geneva Initiative was signed, there was a kind of funeral on Fridays. 
Every Friday for three months, they would march from the mosque to the big square in 
Gaza with the coffi n of Yasser Abed Rabbo, my partner on the Palestinian side, and mine. 
Because peaceniks are Hamas’ biggest enemies, because Hamas doesn’t want anything; 
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it doesn’t want a two-state solution. All the things that we and the moderate Palestinians 
would like to have, for them, would be the worst solution. This is why it is so diffi cult to fi nd 
a precedent because, usually, people want something from you when there is animosity; 
they want to get some part of their land, recognition or whatever. But they don’t need any 
recognition. They don’t want any land.

LA: It is very diffi cult to speak, at this moment, of peace, but since you were very active 
in the Oslo process, I would like to ask you to look back to that period. Perhaps this was 
the last time when there was hope, and people believed that there would be some kind 
of compromise, some kind of lasting, sustainable solution. Can we take any lessons or 
inspiration from the period of the Oslo process?

YB: One of the most important lessons is that one should not be enchanted by the 
majorities who want peace, and who will support peace. But one should think about the 
minorities, who will endanger their own lives to thwart the efforts of the peacemakers. 
I think that we did not understand this. It is as simple as that. It is obvious that people who 
are zealots and ready to endanger their own lives will do whatever they can, even things 
that you don’t think about, like what Baruch Goldstein did in 1994 in the Cave of the 
Patriarchs, where he killed 29 Palestinian worshippers – an Israeli doctor! Why? He believed 
that we were traitors. And then, after the 40 days of the Muslim mourning period, the 
terrorist attacks began with the suicide bombings in Afula and Hadera, where dozens of 
people were killed.

So, if you ask me, it is not that the 1990s were happy years. In February 1994, the 
massacre in Hebron was a kind of a ‘black swan’, which surprised us, which we didn’t 
expect. We expected something else: demonstrations or roadblocks, things like that. That 
was the beginning of the animosities that are accompanying us. But to speak about peace, 
usually you speak about peace after a war. Most of the peace treaties that we know from 
history were signed after wars. Not after a hundred years of peace and love. The world, 
in many ways, gave up on us until recently because of the Netanyahu leadership. On the 
Palestinian side, you have an old guy who has become a dictator, with very weak machinery 
and without real followers. So, as there is no war, and there is no fi re all the time, and the 
world has other confl icts to deal with; people were not ready to listen to us. When we – 
Palestinians and Israelis – came to Europe a few months ago, suggesting the idea of an 
Israeli-Palestinian confederation, we were not heard. 

I can compare this, for example, to the Geneva Initiative in 2003. The whole world 
was ready to listen to us, although it was an informal draft. Now, when we came up with 
the idea of a confederation, people did not listen to us, because they gave up on peace 
in the Middle East, at least for a while, including President Biden. And now you see that 
the whole world is here in the Middle East. Every prime minister, every foreign minister, is 
coming and talking to the Palestinians, and talking to us, and asking us “What can we do?” 
And you are interviewing me. This means that the world understands that we are living in 
a very dangerous place, which may explode tomorrow at any time, although we know the 
solutions for all the issues.
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In the last 30 years, we have been working formally and informally to fi nd solutions for 
all those things that were considered unsolvable: Jerusalem, the refugees, the border and 
so on. And we found solutions, which means that people of peace on both sides can easily 
and quickly fi nd solutions. I believe you don’t need more than one year to fi nish the work. 
For example, in Geneva, we had 500 pages of annexes: on water, on the compensation for 
the refugees, everything, the environment, you name it. I mean, I’m not saying that the 
decision-makers of the future will take it as it is, but the material is there. You don’t have to 
invent; we know the solutions.

LA: You mentioned Benjamin Netanyahu, and I would like to ask you how much depends 
on the leaders, because in the 1990s you also worked with Yitzhak Rabin, you worked with 
Shimon Peres. And what is the importance of having an inspirational leader?

YB: Although you cannot dismiss other factors, there is nothing more important than the 
leaders. You know, after the Camp David initiative, the failed attempt to make peace in 2000, 
I met with President Bill Clinton. He told me how he saw the Camp David summit, because 
I was not there. President Clinton told me that at a certain moment, Yasser Arafat was made 
an offer and, after reading it, he went to President Clinton and told him “Mister President, 
if I accept your offer, you will come to my funeral”. Then I asked Clinton, “So, what did you 
reply to him?” And he smiled and he said, “What could I say?” And then, after a moment, 
he asked me “What would you say to him?” And I said, with all due respect, “So what?” 
If you don’t have courageous leaders who are ready to physically risk their lives to make 
peace, there will be no peace. The precedents of King Abdullah I of Jordan, President Sadat 
and others in our part of the world, who sacrifi ced their lives because they wanted to make 
peace. If you are not ready for that, forget it. All plans in the world will not help. Admittedly, 
it is very primitive for people to just risk their lives, but if they don’t understand that peace for 
their nations is much more important than their own lives, nothing will happen. 

LA: Apart from the readiness of leaders and people who would negotiate, what else 
would be the preconditions for a new peace process? 

YB: No preconditions. You don’t need to prepare for years, given that the two sides 
know each other by heart. Even Netanyahu and Abu Mazen know each other. It is not 
something new, as it was in Oslo, when, for the fi rst time, we met with a PLO offi cial, and 
we concluded that nobody had horns on their heads. This is no longer the case. We are 
veterans of talks. We know exactly what kind of people we are going to meet on the other 
side. So, we don’t have to prepare ourselves. What we need is to be courageous enough 
and sit together and fi nd a solution. The moment we put preconditions it is the end of the 
story.

LA: You referred to the role of the United States, but also the Europeans. What could or 
should the US and the EU do better or differently to facilitate a new peace process?

YB: It is very, very important that the subject is high on their agendas. This is the fi rst 
thing. I mean, they need to come as they are doing now. Something they didn’t do in the 
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recent past: go to the Palestinians; go to the Israelis; understand what the obstacles are; 
suggest meetings; suggest a kind of a Madrid conference. The Madrid conference, for 
example, was very important because it launched the whole process of bilateral talks for 
the fi rst time and multilateral talks: on the economy, on the environment, on water and 
other things. The Oslo Agreement was part of the Madrid process. The mandate we got 
from Secretary Baker in 1991, – I was in opposition back then – but the mandate that 
the Palestinians and the Israelis got from Baker was to suggest a fi ve-year autonomy for 
the Palestinians. So I went to my prime minister, Itzhak Rabin, and I told him, “We have 
a partner; let’s not waste our time on an interim agreement, which will be abused by the 
lunatics on both sides, and let’s go directly to a permanent agreement”. He replied: “I have 
to stick to Baker’s mandate”. So, the Madrid conference was a milestone. And it is not 
by chance that the many efforts began in Europe: from the Oslo talks, over the Swedish 
government, which hosted the negotiations between me and President Abbas between 
1993 and 1995, to the Geneva Initiative, which was signed in Geneva. Now, don’t forget 
that the Americans were not involved, neither in Oslo nor in our peace with Jordan. It’s not 
that they were not involved daily. They didn’t know about it. They contributed a lot after 
the signing ceremony in convening other countries, the donor states, in offering fi nancial 
support, and other aid. However, they did not initiate the process. 

So, if you ask me what should be done, a lot can be done! And not all these things 
are written in books. I mean, the Oslo process was not written in any book. And believe 
me, I taught for many years in university, foreign affairs and political science, but I didn’t 
fi nd anything like that. There was a readiness to be involved in non-conservative processes, 
secretly or openly, to invite Palestinians and Israelis together to seminars, just to talk, to 
talk between them, to talk to the public, to meet with the decision-makers. We used to 
do that. This is something that we used to do in the 1990s, a lot. This almost stopped, 
not totally, but almost. Now, this is not just nice to have. In these seminars, you not only 
develop relations between the parties – which is very important – but you share with the 
hosts the problems that you are having and the obstacles, and you may get answers to 
them. I mean, the knowledge in Europe of the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict is huge, and it is 
not used enough.

So, I would say pay attention to us, take us into account, and understand that if nothing 
happens, the worst may happen, as it happened on 7 October. And let us work together 
once we agree about your role, Europeans or Americans. I mean, in many ways, Europe 
gave up to the Americans. I heard it directly from the most infl uential people in Europe, in 
the EU, who told me “The Americans want to deal with it, and we will not move without 
their consent. It is up to them”. And the result was paralysis. The confl ict in the Middle East 
was not on the agenda anymore. And in America, they were wondering what to do with 
Netanyahu. Nobody believes that he will make peace. Abu Mazen is an old dictator, and 
he sticks to the status quo, and with him also, we are not going to see a breakthrough in 
peace. So, we wait. But we don’t have the time to wait.1

1 This interview can be listened as a podcast on https://feps-europe.eu/podcasts/.
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CAROLINE DE LA PORTE

The future of EU social policy: 
Depth or breadth?

The European pillar of social rights (EPSR) was launched in 2017 by the Juncker Commission 
with the leitmotiv of ‘upwards social convergence’ for all EU citizens. The von der Leyen 
Commission has pursued and even strengthened the social agenda, including a strong 
emphasis on gender equality. The achievements of the EPSR – including EU directives 
on work-life balance, predictable and transparent working conditions, minimum wages 
and platform work – are more progressive socially than expected. Furthermore, the post-
pandemic recovery and resilience fund has also yielded investments in health and early 
childhood education and care; this has especially benefi tted countries that had poor or 
outdated infrastructures.

These accomplishments illustrate that the EU is capable of addressing class-based and 
gender inequalities between and within EU countries. More ideas to strengthen the social 
agenda are currently on the agenda – including a minimum income directive. Thus, it seems 
like an EU social paradise is being created. Yet, these progressive initiatives, with the aim of 
providing more and better rights for women and men, should be assessed in member state 
institutions, sectors and companies. This assessment is important to maintain and even 
enhance the legitimacy of the EU in the social policy area. Otherwise, the very purpose of 
the EPSR – to equalise rights for EU citizens – could be undermined. 

If we examine, for instance, the directive on work-life balance, the most constraining 
provision is two months of well-paid parental leave per parent. This is progressive from the 
perspective of gender, because it targets fathers and second carers, since mothers already 
take the largest shares of paid and unpaid leave. However, this provision cannot be successful 
in outcome, unless it is implemented in a comparable way across member states. 

Many member states have implemented the directive in line with its intentions, which 
come with a high level of compensation of leave for primary and secondary carers to take 
leave. However, there are some shortcomings. Firstly, some member states provide low levels 
of compensation, which could undermine the purpose of the directive. Secondly, some 
member states have only included fathers, but they have excluded other second carers, 
such as in same-sex couples. Thirdly, in some countries, information about new rights for 
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fathers/second carers has not been suffi ciently communicated and/or the administrative 
application procedures are opaque and complex, which could dissuade fathers or second 
carers from using their new rights. Preliminary evidence suggests that it is countries with 
strong resources, as well as openness regarding same-sex couples and LGBTQ+ people, 
that have most comprehensively implemented the directive. Thus, there could be inequality 
between member states in the implementation of the new social rights.

When we look at the directive of minimum wages, this, too, requires implementation 
in member states, at the sector level and in companies. Furthermore, the strongest aspect 
of this directive from an institutional perspective focuses on social partners. Strengthening 
of trade unions is an essential aspect of improving and guaranteeing worker rights. And, 
following the directive, member states should illustrate efforts to address this provision 
regularly in reports. Yet, this provision is not constraining, in the sense that there are no 
fi xed targets or timelines for strengthening unions. Thus, here, too, there is a risk that the 
provisions are not implemented equally across countries. 

Thus, EU directives are but the starting point for upwards social convergence. The 
implementation and following through not only on binding provisions, but also on the 
intention of directives, should be monitored carefully by stakeholders and policymakers at 
the EU and national levels of governance. All of this should be contextualised in the current 
political situation, which is shifting to the right, given the insecurity in Europe. Under these 
circumstances, it is even more important that the EU and member states actually deliver 
on social rights. This is important for the legitimation of governments nationally and at the 
EU level. Thus, the depth of Social Europe – that is, actually reaching citizens – should be 
prioritised over the breadth of Social Europe. Thus, a more thorough implementation and 
focus on rights actually reaching citizens should be prioritised. This would de facto show 
the EU’s power in terms of upwards social convergence. 
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GILES MERRITT

The future of work

Forty years ago, my then employer, the Financial Times, gave me sabbatical leave to research 
and write a book about the future of work. I’m glad that the project was then and not now 
because I would have quailed if confronted by today’s turmoil. Back in the early 1980s, the 
twin challenges were rising unemployment and progressively cheaper automation. Four 
decades on, we are still trying to estimate the likely impacts of digitalisation and artifi cial 
intelligence (AI), but against a background of shrinking labour markets, skills shortages, 
slackening international trade and rising political volatility. 

I, together with the experts I interviewed for my book World Out of Work, made a fair 
stab at forecasting how Europe’s ‘rust bowl’ heavy industries would be transformed by new 
technologies and tougher global competition. That was relatively straightforward when 
compared to the present array of unknowns and unknowables that will determine Europe’s 
economic performance up to 2050 or so.

There is a lot to be said about the probable impact of technology on the future workplace, 
and I will come to that presently. I believe, however, that I should preface the digitalisation 
aspect with a look at the equally important question of demographics. Europe’s ageing is set to 
depress economic growth, increase pressure on the social and healthcare sectors, and polarise 
the differences between savvy high-tech ITC workers and the growing body of unskilled or 
less-skilled workers. Worse still will be the imbalance between Europe’s active workforces and 
its inactive pensioners. Europe’s post-World War II years enjoyed an average 4:1 ratio between 
working-age people and the pensioners to be supported. And Europe also saw its population 
explode between 1960 and 2015 by 25%, peaking at around half a billion. 

That was the good news. More people means more economic activity, provided they are 
workers. But the wage-earner-to-pensioner ratio has now fallen to slightly less than 3:1 and 
is slated to hit 1.7:1 before mid-century. Europe’s over-65s currently account for a fi fth of 
the population, but in two decades this is heading towards a third.

What does all this have to do with the future of work? Rather a lot, as the active 
working population of Europe will have to become far more productive if it is to support 
its pensioners and sustain living standards. That will mean harnessing the digital revolution 
in ways European businesses have so far failed to achieve, and radically overhauling key 
sectors that range from housing to taxation. 
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Most people interested in labour market issues will be familiar with ‘Solow’s paradox’, 
the 1987 observation by MIT economist Robert Solow that “I see the computer age 
everywhere except in the productivity statistics”. He would probably be horrifi ed to learn 
that since then the gap between digitalisation and increased productivity has widened, 
especially in Europe. 

It’s hard to get a clear picture of the inroads being made by automation and robotisation 
into European businesses. The glimpses we get tend to be anecdotal, with occasional in-
depth studies disagreeing with each other. We know that manufacturing has shrivelled, but 
that ‘re-shoring’ based on new technologies is starting to bring work back to Europe and 
America from China. The pace of automation on both sides of the Atlantic nevertheless 
seems slow. Estimated manufacturing job losses to digital technologies over the last 20 
or so years are remarkably small – less than half a million in Europe and a quarter of 
a million in the US. So, it is probably in services – including professions like medicine, law 
and accountancy – that the shake-up will be greatest. 

It is clear that Europeans need to take a long, hard look at automating workplaces 
in ways that are to the advantage of society as a whole, and, most of all, to the younger 
generations, who will be required to pay for the soaring costs of Europe’s ageing. Far from 
benefi tting from the ‘fourth industrial revolution’, Millennials now in their 30s and the 
younger ‘Zoomers’ of Generation Z rightly complain about low wages – often in insecure 
‘gig’ jobs – and housing so scarce and expensive that they are discouraged from child-
rearing.

What is needed is an EU social plan that is distinct from an industrial policy. Adapting 
social and business structures of the analogue age to a more digital economy will be 
profoundly disruptive, and made no easier by the generational wealth gap that longevity 
has greatly widened. Europe’s under 30s own less than a tenth of privately held assets, 
and the over 65s around four fi fths. If younger workers are to pay for pensions and the 
snowballing healthcare costs of the elderly, a revolution in wages and work practices will 
be essential.

These are issues that Europe’s national governments must grapple with, and they reach 
so deeply into sensitive areas of their political economies that, so far, most have assiduously 
avoided them. The time is ripe, therefore, for an EU ‘blueprint’ that would lay out the 
parameters for these complex problems and suggest the options available to public and 
private sector policymakers. The one clear thing in this morass of complex problems is that, 
this time, Europeans cannot afford to ‘muddle through’.  
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SOFIE  AMALIE  STAGE 

Young people’s expectations 
from European politics

In the Brussels bubble, we tend to believe that every European citizen follows European 
politics, knows what and who the Spitzenkandidaten are, and is all on top of who actually 
has the right to initiatives. Unfortunately, this is far from the truth. Therefore, predictions 
ahead of the European elections must not only consider what we know of European politics, 
but, even more so, what is happening in the regions and states, as well as what individual 
citizens think about and expect of the EU. 

How the pandemic, infl ation and the energy crisis have affected citizens of the EU in the 
past mandate highly depend on political actions within member states. Thus, the baseline 
cost of living is not and was not equal before the Covid pandemic and the infl ation crisis. 
However, despite these differences between nations, one specifi c demographic group all 
over Europe is currently being affected by the same challenges: the young generation. 

The young generation currently growing up in Europe is the fi rst generation that is 
growing up poorer than their parents. They have less buying power, the housing market is 
entirely impossible to enter as a new buyer and even rentals in a reasonable cost bracket are 
almost non-existent in big cities – and, as a reminder, the big cities are where most higher 
education institutions are. If they cannot live near those, then how are they ever expected to 
be able to get a good job to free them from being dependent on their parents’ incomes? 

This is the reality of almost every single young person in Europe, no matter their 
nationality or residence. At the same time, they have grown up constantly being reminded 
of crises. They were introduced to the climate crisis in primary school and saw their parents 
counting every penny during the fi nancial crisis in 2008. During this past EU mandate 
alone, they lived through the Covid-19 pandemic, forcing them to be educated online and 
be isolated from family and friends, while worrying about the consequences on their own 
and their families’ health. We are currently still witnessing war on European ground as 
Russia illegally invaded Ukraine, challenging democracy and sovereignty, while throwing us 
into yet another fi nancial crisis with high infl ation and an energy crisis all over Europe.

Please understand me correctly, this is not my bid in a competition between generations 
of who has had to endure the worst conditions. But to understand possible voter turnout 
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and to gain an insight into possible political priorities of the youth, the reality young people 
are living in must be emphasised.

So, let us begin with voter turnout. The young generation is active, it cares, and many 
are joining grassroots organisations in search of a better future. 

In my experience, we can divide young people into three categories, when analysing 
their political behaviour:

1) Those who are politically active in a party, who already know what they want to vote, 
and do not need to be mobilised.

2) Those who are active in grassroots organisations, who either will certainly vote, but 
are very unsure what to vote, or those who will not vote, as they do not believe any 
party can represent their values or understand their struggles.

3) Those that do not follow politics at all and need to be mobilised to vote or might just 
vote what their parents tell them to.

Groups 2 and 3 have somehow led to a general misconception by the older generation 
that the reason for low voter turnout among the youth is due to arrogance or lack of 
interest. This is simply not true. The issue lies with the lack of ownership of policies, the lack 
of inclusion of young voices in political debates and policy processes, as well as the lack of 
exterior motivation and of the belief that their vote matters. 

Taking into account the many crises young people have experienced in this past mandate, 
I believe we could see an increase in voter turnout among the 18(16)-30 year olds, if – and 
this is a big ‘if’ – the political parties manage and are willing to include young candidates 
on their list, in which young people can recognise themselves, and do not ‘youth wash’ 
their policies, but actually include young people in the process of developing their political 
manifestos ahead of the elections. 

For young people, it is certain that political priorities can be divided into two groups. 
The fi rst group focuses on basic needs related to the cost-of-living crisis; here it remains to 
be seen whether the political parties can promote policy proposals that will enhance young 
peoples’ ability to get housing, a job and an education without bankrupting themselves. 
I believe this fi rst group will be the biggest one. The second group is smaller, as it includes 
young people in those parts of the EU where the social security system is already ensuring 
some basic necessities for young people. The core priority of this group will be the fi ght 
against climate change, and here young people will look at the extent to which political 
parties are serious and ambitious in this fi eld. Young generations have been screaming to 
save the environment since the 1980s – today, they are fed up and done with waiting.

The young generation knows that many issues must be combatted in the political arena. 
It is our job in the progressive family to show them that a vote for us is a vote in favour of 
their future. 
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DAVID ROIZEN

The Paris 2024 Olympic Games: 
An archetype of the politicisation 

of major international sporting events

France is on the home straight for organising the Paris Olympic Games, which will run from 
26 July to 11 August 2024, before moving on to the Paralympic Games from 28 August to 8 
September. While the country should be delighted to be hosting the world’s biggest event, 
it seems to be caught up in controversies inherent to the preparations and drawbacks of 
the Olympic adventure. Only just over one in two French people are looking forward to the 
Games, as the celebration of sport has given way to questions around transport, security 
and budget.

It is important to note that this disenchantment is not specifi c to Paris, France or even 
the Olympic games. It affects all major events, and one need only look at the drop in the 
number of bids to host the Summer Games or Football World Cups to understand the scale 
of the phenomenon. With the number of athletes entering various disciplines rising by 40% 
over the last 40 years, the fi nancial, logistical and human resources required for organising 
such events do little to encourage countries to embark on the Olympic adventure.

Just look at the last two editions of the Summer Games: while some may legitimately 
consider that the health situation in Tokyo in 2021 made it a special case, the Rio Olympics 
did not attract local crowds and produced numerous white elephants – in other words, 
burdensome assets, the upkeep costs of which are not in line with their usefulness or value. 

Today, only a few countries are capable of organising events of this nature, either 
because, rather than use public budgets, they would subcontract the Games to private 
companies to produce a wonderful TV show for the whole planet to enjoy (the US for 
example) or because they have a free hand to thrust them upon their population and the 
resources that go with it. This commitment is obviously not philanthropic and is part of an 
ongoing logic of diplomatic infl uence, clearly in line with various theories of soft power.

‘Sportwashing’, similar to ‘greenwashing’, is not a new phenomenon, but it has taken 
on unprecedented proportions in recent years, together with the economic development 
of the sports sector and its share of the media audience. The Olympic Games in Beijing in 



164

2008 and 2022, the Sochi Games in 2014, and the Football World Cup in Qatar in 2022 
have all been used as vectors of infl uence for the organising countries, and even more so 
for their leaders, who found a golden opportunity to restore or polish their international 
reputations. 

It is not a fairytale that the Olympic Games are all about. In our tense times of contested 
globalisation, climate crisis or information revolution, the Olympic games sometimes 
seem like events from the old days, those of the Cold War, decolonisation, when the 
acknowledgement of the ‘other’ and bringing people closer together only seemed possible 
through the organisation of such international events. This seems irrelevant nowadays. 
With the internet and the globalisation of tourism and culture, major events are no longer 
seen as something out of the ordinary, as a happy interlude in a ‘real’ world that remains 
on the sidelines, under stress. 

The recent debate surrounding the adoption of the Olympic truce by the UN is a good 
illustration of this situation. Although such a truce had always been adopted by consensus, 
this year, Russia called for a vote, considering “unacceptable” the absence in the text of 
a reference to the “principles of equal and non-politicised access” to sporting competitions. 
The recurrent tensions between the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and the Russian 
Federation, since the former abandoned its legendary neutrality to condemn the latter’s 
invasion of Ukraine, illustrate this. Since then, there has been a constant and tense exchange 
between Thomas Bach, the IOC president, and Vladimir Putin. Putin even announced that 
the BRICS would organise their own games, to be held in Kazan, south-west Russia, a month 
before the Olympic Games. The IOC’s fi nal decision to allow the participation of Russian 
athletes under a neutral banner clearly illustrates that the politicisation of sport is not an 
‘off-the-grid’ reality, but a constant that continues to gain weight globally. The tensions in 
many sports federations (boxing and fencing, for example) already illustrate this daily.

Does this mean that the pacifying power of sport has disappeared and that new 
generations will not experience the same emotions as their elders in front of the images 
of the two Koreas marching together in Sydney in 2000? No, just that, as any lever of 
infl uence, sport cannot be as exempt from major geopolitical issues as it claims to be.

No country is exempt from sending out political messages during a major sporting event. 
Sport is a major tool of infl uence and is widely seen as such. To legitimise the organisation 
of the Games, France put forward the idea that they would be “exemplary in environmental 
terms”, popular, entirely self-fi nanced and genuine growth accelerators. To complement 
this with an image that appeals internationally, after the Gilets Jaunes or the recent urban 
riots, France has decided to showcase its museum-like character by organising sporting 
events at iconic sites known all over the world, such as the Eiffel Tower and the Château de 
Versailles. 

In the end, even though it is certainly not the original ambition of the political actors 
who carried Paris 2024, the Games are likely to represent France as much as an episode of 
Emily in Paris.
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FRANCESCO RONCHI

Joe Biden’s balancing act

In 2024, contemporary US history is poised for a big change. The upcoming November 
presidential elections are anticipated to be a pivotal moment in US politics that will 
signifi cantly infl uence the nation’s political and social landscape. The contest between 
Joe Biden and Donald Trump is a zero-sum game, with the outcome holding profound 
implications.

Should Trump emerge victorious, it would mark a dramatic chapter in US history, 
introducing an openly authoritarian president, who has raised the spectre of civil war in 
response to potential judicial challenges. In this scenario, while Trump’s inexperience in 
2016 limited his room for manoeuvre, in 2024, his political experience would enable him to 
assert control over key US institutions, appointing trusted allies from his inner circle.

The intricate federal structure of the US, designed to disperse and balance political power, 
will face an existential threat under a Trump presidency. The potential for an authoritarian 
shift could intensify internal polarisation, further fracturing the country’s domestic cohesion. 
While the impact on US democratic institutions would be serious, Europe too is expected to 
feel the repercussions, with a likely US disengagement from Ukraine, which, in turn, would 
create geopolitical openings for Russia. 

Trump’s approach could herald a reconfi guration of alliances, with Hungarian Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán emerging as a favoured interlocutor of the US administration. 
Simultaneously, Serbian President Aleksander Vučić might ascend to the role of the primary 
regional partner in South-Eastern Europe, potentially legitimising Serbian revanchism in the 
region. Trump’s America, in this context, stands as a threat to the EU, contributing to its 
isolation on the global stage.

Conversely, while certainly less tumultuous, a Biden victory would bring its own set 
of challenges. The nuanced approach of the Biden administration to Europe would be 
expected to remain cooperative and constructive. However, the aftermath of the elections 
holds an air of uncertainty, with the likely post-election retirement of key White House staff 
introducing an element of unpredictability.

As the 2024 electoral battleground takes shape, both Trump and Biden’s strategies 
count on the ‘negative’ mobilisation of their voters, stressing the importance of voting 
against their challengers rather than in favour of their own agendas. Trump’s campaign 
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strategy is based on casting Biden as lacking the political sharpness and vigour necessary 
for the presidency. Trump will portray Biden as the embodiment of America’s decline. 
Echoing his 2016 campaign, Trump’s message weaves elements of nativism, protectionism 
and social conservatism under the banner of “Make America Great Again”, with migration 
emerging as a focal point of the campaign.

Biden’s strategy, on the other hand, seems less apparent. Rather than emphasising his 
achievements, the Democratic campaign will likely focus on the perceived risks associated 
with Trump’s re-election. This demonisation strategy may hinge on Trump’s legal challenges, 
denouncement of unilateral changes to electoral legislation and attacks on voting rights by 
Republicans in most US states, as well as the defence of reproductive rights, particularly 
abortion.

The effectiveness of these strategies remains uncertain. In 2024, Trump will often 
appear in court to defend himself in several cases. However, Trump’s legal issues have so 
far strengthened his base without signifi cantly mobilising Democrats. Drawing parallels with 
situations involving political leaders such as Silvio Berlusconi in Italy and Luiz Inácio Lula da 
Silva in Brazil, despite the evident differences, reveals a pattern where legal actions against 
these leaders, while appropriate and legitimate in the Italian context, have had limited success 
in undermining their leadership. On the contrary, these legal initiatives are often used by 
leaders as tools of victimisation, effectively rallying and energising their electoral bases.

The battle over voting rights and reproductive rights holds promise for Democrats. These 
two issues have signifi cantly helped the Democrats to achieve unexpectedly good results 
in the 2022 mid-term elections. The outcome of these strategies also hinges on Trump’s 
evolving approach to voting rights and electoral legislation, with the year 2023 witnessing 
a downplaying of the importance of this issue in Trump’s political discourse. Should Trump 
talk less about the “2020 electoral fraud” and “rigged elections”, Democrats will be unlikely 
to mobilise their 2020 electoral base to the extent required for a victory in the upcoming 
elections.

Reproductive rights, especially in the wake of the Supreme Court decision to overturn the 
Roe v. Wade decision – where the US Supreme Court ruled in 1973 that the US Constitution 
generally protected the right to abortion – have become a potent tool for Biden. Referenda 
on abortion rights in key swing states like Nevada and Arizona are anticipated in 2024, 
with Democrats banking on these measures to galvanise women voters in support of Biden. 
The Biden campaign’s attention to female voters offers a glimpse into its broader strategy 
to remobilise the electoral coalition that brought Biden into the White House in 2020. In 
2023, opinion polls highlighted signs of fatigue in certain constituencies, notably among 
young voters and non-white minorities. 

The delicate balancing act between appealing to non-white voters while avoiding the 
potential alienation of white voters poses a signifi cant challenge for Biden’s campaign. Non-
white voters massively supported Biden in 2020, also as a result of the Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) movement that gained momentum in the wake of George Floyd’s tragic death.

The support from non-white voters for Biden seems to have diminished over the past 
three years. While the momentum of the BLM movement has waned, Biden’s relatively 
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weaker appeal to non-white minorities might be a strategic choice rather than merely 
a consequence of a faltering BLM movement. In contrast to Hillary Clinton’s approach in 
2016, Biden has chosen not to emphasise issues that activate group identities, particularly 
for Latinos and Black voters, such as taking a clear liberal stance on migration. Instead, he 
has prioritised more broad, cross-group issues, such as the economy and abortion, aiming 
to resonate with a diverse voter base that includes white voters.

This strategic shift towards issues appealing to white voters was crucial in Biden’s 
success in key swing states, such as Michigan, Wisconsin and Pennsylvania, in the 2020 
presidential election. However, this approach is now under scrutiny due to the growing 
dissatisfaction among non-white voters, posing a potential threat to Biden’s chances in the 
2024 presidential race. Democrats are currently confronted with a challenging dilemma: 
whether to refocus the political discourse on identity issues around non-white voters, 
risking the alienation of white voters; or to adhere to the 2020 strategy, risking the loss 
of disenchanted non-white voters that could bolster support for Trump. In essence, the 
potential trade-off between white and non-white voters emerges as a pivotal issue that 
could shape the trajectory of Biden’s campaign. The outcome of this balancing act could 
ultimately decide the results of the elections, defi ning the course of America’s political 
future and its implications for global relations.
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HOWARD LEE

ASEAN and the EU: 
Malaysia’s active neutrality 

to forge transregional partnerships 
for peace and prosperity

Today, our world is one where peace is a delicate construct that is no longer a given, but 
rather a prize we must work hard to acquire, if not fi ght to impose. This is the stark reality 
manifested by the killings and atrocities in Ukraine and Gaza, which serve not merely 
to unmask the disguises of many global hypocrisies, but as harbingers of a profound 
geopolitical transformation crisis gripping our world.

These recent seismic events raise the spectre of a global confl ict. It prompts us to 
contemplate the potential triggers of a bipolar global confl ict. Could the resolution of the 
Russia-Ukraine confl ict and the subsequent availability of Western military forces (American, 
French and German troops are deployed in and around Europe in a state of high readiness 
for action due to the confl ict) open the window to a shift of the battleground to the Asia-
Pacifi c, with the Taiwan Strait as the potential fl ashpoint?

Can Malaysia – an aspiring regional leader and an emerging middle power – assume 
a pivotal role as part of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and lead it at 
the heart of the impending transformative change? What is in it for Europe if and when 
Malaysia gets there?

Malaysia’s place in the bipolarity
Malaysia, with its policy of active neutrality and strategic geopolitical positioning, is compelled 
to reassess its role amidst these shifting sands. The nation’s historical experience with 
colonisation and Cold War dynamics has honed its ability to navigate the treacherous waters 
of major power competition and contestations. By navigating an equidistant diplomatic 
stance, Malaysia preserves its policy autonomy while engaging with global powers and 
regional actors in a dance of cohesion and cooperation, as well as deference and defi ance.



170

Malaysia’s foreign policy is characterised by pragmatic activism that is evident in its 
‘fi ercely independent’, selectively ‘à la carte’ cooperation and holding fi rm to its ‘right of 
defi ance’ toward major powers; sui generis, to put it plainly. This is evident in its bilateral 
defence partnerships with AUKUS countries, the trilateral security pact between Australia, 
the UK and the US, primarily focused on defence and security in the Indo-Pacifi c region, 
as part of a broader strategy to counter China’s growing infl uence in the region. The 
partnership, however, is tempered by Malaysia’s fi ercely vocal concerns about the alliance’s 
militarily expansionist implications, all the while aggressively courting new investments and 
reinvestments from the West’s derisking friend-shoring exercises. Simultaneously, Malaysia 
balances its relations with China, supporting initiatives like the Belt and Road Initiative 
and the Global Development Initiative, and welcoming Chinese investments by the droves, 
while resisting � vocally and with radical and controversial moves � sinocentric actions that 
impinge on its national interests. Grinding the East Coast Rail Link deal with China to a halt 
for renegotiations is a decent example of such gumption.

The ASEAN way
Anyone with a stake in ASEAN would have their fair share of jitters, if not outright paranoia, 
of the next global confl ict fl ashpoint being in the ASEAN neighbourhood. As such, while 
Myanmar is often the topic that paralyses ASEAN discussions, it is the potential bipolar 
eruption, which is most likely to happen at the Taiwan Straits, that keeps ASEAN players 
awake at night. This is especially so for those member states that are at loggerheads with 
China over territorial claims in the South China Sea, also known as the maritime domain of 
the ‘nine-dash line’ – as any confl ict in the region may render all previous efforts jeopardised 
at best, erased at worse. Panic and insomnia aside, there is a consensus in the region 
that the trigger would not be pulled by China; this makes the future much brighter and 
navigable. 

ASEAN’s collective diplomacy, which Malaysia actively engages in, underscores 
a commitment to regional unity and neutrality, crucial in mediating confl icts such as those 
potentially arising from tensions in the Taiwan Strait. The ASEAN response to a potential 
bipolar confrontation between the USA and China would likely be nuanced. It will probably 
refl ect a historical preference for neutrality and regional stability over alignment with major 
powers. This is informed by a colourful canvas of historical experiences and a deep-seated 
preference for autonomy. Cambodia’s development of the Ream Naval Base with Beijing’s 
assistance, for instance, underscores the complex interplay of sovereignty and strategic 
partnership within the region. Indonesia and Vietnam’s commitment to non-alignment 
and military independence refl ects a broader regional ethos that values neutrality and 
indigenous mechanisms for resolving challenges over external intervention – the ASEAN 
way. Singapore’s signifi cant defence pact enables the US to use its air and naval bases, but 
simultaneously also has defence and security cooperations with China’s People’s Liberation 
Army. The Philippines and Thailand, despite their treaty alliances with the US, have shown 
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a willingness to engage with China, illustrating the region’s intricate balancing act. This 
is not a simple dichotomy of choosing sides, but a sophisticated strategy for maintaining 
equilibrium and regional self-determination.

This collective diplomacy is rooted in a shared understanding that the group’s strength 
lies in unity and the ability to act as a cohesive entity, rather than in fragmented alignment 
with external powers. The ASEAN perspective on the US-China rivalry is pragmatic, viewing it 
through the lens of survival and the imperative to avoid becoming collateral in a geopolitical 
standoff.

It must, however, be mentioned that that very pragmatism sometimes brings about 
a worrying deviation from ASEAN centrality and solidarity. During the UN General Assembly’s 
Gaza Humanitarian Truce resolution, the Philippines abstained in dissent from the other 
ASEAN member states; not to mention only seven of ten ASEAN nations voted to condemn 
Russia at the United Nations General Assembly vote on ‘illegal so-called referendums’ of 
four Ukrainian regions.

Historically, ASEAN has demonstrated the ability to navigate between great powers, 
leveraging their collective bargaining power while promoting their own strategic autonomy. 
This regional trait would signifi cantly shape the response in any global confl ict scenario. 
If, of the many permutations of geopolitical fault lines, the one that mirrors the Gaza UN 
resolution vote dynamics prevails – with the Philippines jumping into the ring alongside the 
US – the rest of ASEAN will likely act in unison to draw the confl ict line at the Vietnam-
GuangXi border. 

All in all, ASEAN will most likely put the region and their own interests paramount in 
resisting confl ict entering the region. Not only will Malaysia and the ASEAN countries most 
likely withstand the pressure of jumping on the band wagon at one pole or the other, but 
they will most likely remain a zone of neutrality and peace because of it too.

Malaysia’s Middle Eastern axis of strength
Malaysia’s diplomatic theatre, though placing centrality on ASEAN, and by extension the 
Asia-Pacifi c due to proximity, is however defi nitely not confi ned to it. Its unique historical 
and demographic position affords it a Middle Eastern diplomatic axis of strength, where it 
has the potential to act as a mediator in the region’s complex confl icts. This potential stems 
from its historical bilateral relations, memberships in regional and thematic multilateral 
institutions, soft power and geopolitical positioning. Malaysia’s approach in the Middle East 
has been consistent with the notion of active neutrality, allowing it to maintain relationships 
with various confl icting parties. Its relationships with the Gulf Cooperation Council states 
deepened in the last ten years, with trade diversifying into sectors beyond energy. This 
economic interdependence could afford Malaysia leverage as an intermediary, facilitating 
discussions from a position of mutual economic interest. Malaysia’s Islamic identity and 
its engagements with Arab Persian Gulf monarchies on ideological and geopolitical issues 
further bolster its soft power.
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Malaysia’s membership of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation and the Islamic 
Military Counter Terrorism Coalition also underwrites its commitment to addressing issues 
of extremism and terrorism, and recently counter-Islamophobia, which resonate deeply 
with Middle Eastern countries. More contemporaneously, in the current administration’s 
debut at the United Nations General Assembly, by observing the prime minister and the 
foreign minister’s bilaterals during the high-level week, it became very clear that Malaysia’s 
diplomatic posture to the world, ASEAN and Malaysians was one that showcased its Islamic 
credentials; countries like Turkey, Iran and Iraq featured prominently. All the above clearly 
paint a picture to show Malaysia’s infl uence and soft power among both Gulf and non-
Gulf, Arab and non-Arab, Islamic nations.

A partnership with Malaysia is a partnership with a democracy that has come of age, 
consisting of a Muslim majority, yet a highly pluralistic and multicultural society, the 
leadership of which can provide a certain gravitational and galvanising force for the Islamic 
world. It is one of the rare small nations that has, over the years, sought and successfully 
preserved friendships with most of the world, without being pressured into taking sides, or 
alienating or being alienated by any superpower.

Overcome the transformation crisis without confl ict
There is a growing global consensus that the departure from the brief moment of Thucydidean 
bipolarity towards a truly multipolar world is swifter, sharper and briefer than anticipated. This 
transitional cusp is understandably volatile but also fi lled with hopeful possibilities, providing 
enablers of new alignments step up to the plate. In the current geopolitical landscape, 
fraught with confl ict and instability, Malaysia could emerge as a paramount ally of peace, 
development and diplomacy for Europe within the ASEAN framework. The alignment of 
European aspirations with Malaysia’s strategic diplomatic posture is strikingly evident. 
Malaysia’s diplomatic conduct, defi ned by its selective engagement and robust defence of its 
autonomy, renders it an essential conduit between diverging global forces and perspectives.

The collective diplomatic ethos of ASEAN, signifi cantly infl uenced by Malaysia – especially 
when it will be its chair in 2025 – will champion a dedication to regional cohesion, to seek 
partnership with other groupings, pivotal in achieving critical mass for mitigating confl icts 
and advancing diplomatic solutions.

As once said by Willy Brandt, a beacon of progressive European values: “Peace is not 
everything, but without peace, everything is nothing”. This encapsulates the prospective 
alliance’s shared goal: peace as the foundation for a prosperous future. Europe’s concerted 
engagement with Malaysia, and by extension with ASEAN, will signify a strategic avenue 
to nurture a collaborative framework for peace and progressive development. This has the 
potential to transform the precarious quest for peace into a sustained achievement, thus 
ensuring a peaceful legacy for the global order.

It would be the best antidote to the current insomnia and paranoia of ASEAN players 
and Malaysians of an impending war in the region, if Europe can assist Malaysia and ASEAN 
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in tilting the geopolitical transformation crisis looming over us now towards one that truly 
and peacefully transitions from the currently volatile bipolarity towards a stable multipolar 
geopolity, with ASEAN and the EU as closer partners for peace, diplomacy, sustainability, 
prosperity and democracy.
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