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[1] Introduction1: A plea for Sustainable Diplomacyi 

In 2016, a memorandum by the Dutch Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV) made a plea for 

'diplomacy for sustainable development'ii. In 2019, the Federal Foreign office of Germany initiated a 

week entitled ‘Diplomacy for Sustainability’. We argue that these frames can be considered a next stage 

in the development of diplomacy principles and practices – heavily influenced by the need to find 

answers on the one hand to a more instable and uncertain global economy, but on the other to enhance 

the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals that were introduced in 2015. The Dutch 

experience can thereby be illustrative for a number of general challenges that countries face in 

developing diplomacy frames that can not only serve primary (self)interests, but also contribute to the 

joint creation of global public goods and an inclusive world economy.  

For longer periods of time, Dutch foreign policy has been focused on so-called 'economic diplomacy'.  

This already seemed to be a step away from traditional forms of diplomacy in which only political and 

security interests take central stage. Economic diplomacy represents a form of diplomacy in which the 

Dutch economic interest features more centrally. But this begs the question what these interests are, 

precisely. In addition to spending cuts, new policy instruments have also been developed over the last 

ten years – in particular aimed at creating public-private partnerships - the effectiveness of which has 

not yet been fully proven. At least not according to more mainstream monitoring and evaluation 

(evidence based) measurements.  

The dual approach, however, also necessitates a (re) orientation towards the Netherlands' diplomatic 

efforts, which appears to have consequences for development and trade policy in particular.iii This 

dichotomy in orientations has lead to heated debates, especially when the financial consequences of 

the new policy for existing interest groups become apparent. Such discussions are hardly productive 

unless a more integrated and strategic vision of the intended diplomatic deployment is shared. What 

can, therefore, be regarded as the joint (bilateral) interest of both the Netherlands and the recipient 

countries? For a small country such as the Netherlands in particular, an integrated–smart, pragmatic, 

but also targeted and sustainable–approach is essential. A more precise framing of the policy is 

therefore desired: from economic diplomacy, where it does not matter which trade flows are initiated 

(as long as there are many), to sustainable diplomacy, or 'diplomacy for sustainable development', 

which involves much more thought about the quality, the objective and the long-term implementation 

of these relations. Central to this is how to provide diplomatic support for broad objectives in the field 

of sustainable development goals.iv  

This paper first focuses on the institutional context. It shortly follows the discussion on how best to 

organise Dutch foreign policy interests: in separate or merged ministries; and on what topics with what 

vision (section 2). Like in many countries, the Dutch history is one of institutional configurations and 

reconfigurations in which ministries split-up and merge in an effort to create a more effective and 

coherent policy environment towards international economic, political, cultural and developmental 

interests. The outcome of the Dutch context has been the introduction of ‘economic diplomacy’ as 

leading frame. In this section we argue why we think that this frame is not adequate anymore for the 

ambitious objectives of Dutch foreign policy. A more appropriate framework is provided by so-called 

‘sustainable diplomacy’, the basic characteristics of which will be explained in section 3. We define 

                                                           
1 This position paper was originally written in 2017 by the two lead authors and published as ASCL Working 
Paper 136/2017 and PrC Working Paper/2017. This paper was upgraded in 2019 with additional information 
on Latin America. Support for the original paper was provided by the staff of the Partnerships Resource Centre 
(PrC), and in particular Andrea da Rosa and Elena Osmochescu. The Latin American extension has been 
supported by Ronny Reshef and Mounia Yekhlef. 
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three phases of diplomatic development: from traditional, via economic to sustainable diplomacy. This 

leads to a number of principles that distinguish sustainable diplomacy from more traditional forms of 

diplomacy. Sustainable diplomacy is in our view especially needed to support the effective 

implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals.  

This ambition is not theoretical. The Dutch diplomatic history provides an interesting reality check on 

the difficulties of implementing such an effort, but also interesting experiments that are still under 

way. Section four shortly describes them. The Dutch have tried to implement parts of the sustainable 

diplomacy effort in the past and the present. With the lessons of these experiences in mind, we can 

then consider how a new sustainable diplomacy agenda would look like.  

Finally section 5 illustrates the consequences of such a new strategic thinking framework, by looking 

at the way the sustainable diplomacy map of Africa can be redrawn if we take changing relations 

between the Netherlands and Africa into account. We also shortly show that this thinking can be 

applied to other regions in the world. On the basis of recent research, we created a sustainable 

diplomacy map for the relationship between the Netherlands and Latin America.  

 

[2] The context: Heated institutional debates and how to proceed?v 

Over the past decade, drastic changes have been made to three key policy areas of Dutch foreign policy 

and diplomatic orientation: (1) foreign policy in general and (2) development cooperation and (3) 

foreign economic relations in particular.  Policy content was often preceded by institutional changes 

during this process.  

First, the Ministries of Agriculture (the most international sector of the Dutch economy) and Economic 

Affairs were partly reorganized – with explicit attention to innovation and the so-called top sectors. 

The Department for Development Cooperation was further integrated into the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. Subsequently, the Minister for Development Cooperation also became Minister for Foreign 

Trade and the Department of Foreign Economic Relations was transferred from Economic Affairs to 

Foreign Affairs. In 2017, the Ministries of Economic Affairs and Agriculture were partly split-up again. 

The Ministry of Economic Affairs was expanded to also include climate change, whereas the Ministry 

of Agriculture also had to focus on biodiversity in the Netherlands itself. The purpose of these exercises 

was, next to the obvious political reason to accommodate representatives of the constituting parties 

of the new coalition government, to improve coherence in foreign policy and to create a more evident 

link with Dutch economic activity.  At the same time, cutbacks were made to many budget items, the 

relationship with business and social organisations was further defined and new policy instruments – 

such as a so-called PPP (public-private partnerships) facility–were deployed.    

The initiated institutional changes represent not only political circumstances, but also a considerable 

degree of logic. There has been little criticism of the fundamental rearrangement of international 

policy areas around clusters of trade and development or economics and climate. Criticism was mainly 

aimed at the simultaneous austerity operation and a lack of overall vision. Supporters of this operation 

talk about the need to modernise policy. Opponents speak of the destruction of capital because 

knowledge and networks built up over many years are being dismantled. In both cases, however, there 

is a plea for further elaboration on the 'bigger story'. What vision underlies all these changes: austerity 

or real reorientation, only Dutch corporate interest or common interest, and how is this implemented 

in practice? 
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Significant changes always cause unrest.  When several embassies (i.e. in Zambia) were closed, 

employers united in VNO-NCW, for example, protested.  When the total budget for development 

cooperation was cut, the main co-financing organisations in particular were up in arms.   Recently, the 

four largest Dutch development organisations faced a threat to lay off 25-50% of their staff, as they 

would cease to receive institutional funding from the Ministry of Development Cooperation as of 1 

January 2016 and were to be financed based on competitive proposals (particularly as part of the 

'advocate and influence policy framework', which was established in 2014vi, supplemented in 2016 by 

the 'Voice' policy framework).vii  

The debates focus mainly on the consequences of the initiated policy changes and the unequal 

distribution of costs and benefits.  However, there seems to be reasonably broad agreement that 

Dutch foreign policy needed a thorough revision of policies and instruments.  The criticism by the 

Scientific Council of Government Policy from 2010 on Dutch development cooperation policy under 

the title ‘Minder Pretentie Meer Ambitie’ (Less Pretension More Ambition) had played a catalysing role 

in thisviii.  An important argument in this report was, among other things, that economic growth is more 

important for tackling poverty in the longer term than traditional (donor-driven) development aid, 

which also has many perverse effects and whose effectiveness was under discussion.  Aid and trade 

can–or rather, must–go hand in hand, according to the WRR.  The greatest changes in foreign policy, 

therefore, take place in the relationship with developing countries.  The overarching goal of most of 

these adjustments is described as 'economic diplomacy'. Both Foreign Affairs and Economic Affairs 

have adopted this concept as the main guideline and justification for new policy. With economic 

diplomacy, policy must meet two criteriaix: there must be a clear interest for the Netherlands and the 

Netherlands must have real scope for influence.  

Economic diplomacy has a fundamental and a financial component. Since 2011, the website of the 

Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation has featured the motto 'more economic 

diplomacy, less subsidy'x. This is an unmistakeable quip and nod to the controversial WRR report from 

2010. The time was apparently ripe for a fundamental change in policy and the associated diplomacy. 

A government letter on the modernisation of Dutch diplomacy dated 8 April 2011 also states the 

ambition that policy must be more modern and flexible, and cheaper.xi For development cooperation, 

for example, a choice was made for fewer partner countries (fifteen countries) and fewer sectors (focus 

in particular on water and food supply, but also continued attention to sexual and reproductive rights 

and health, and to safety and the rule of law, explicit attention to inclusive development was added 

laterxii). In the words of the Rutte-I government in 2011: "We do what we do best and choose the most 

fertile soil to do so"xiii. The main challenge here is to integrate policy areas such as trade, foreign 

relations, supporting Dutch companies abroad and development cooperation. This requires a more 

effective deployment of the network of trading posts (embassies, consulates and so-called 

"Netherlands Business Support Offices"), whereby one of the ambitions is to no longer have separate 

political, economic or development cooperation departments at embassies.  

Meanwhile, significant steps have been taken in the implementation of economic diplomacy, both 

institutionally and by introducing policy instruments. This does not mean that the debate has fallen 

silent, on the contrary. There are mixed responses from each sector to concrete policy measures, in 

particular where the government calls suspicion on itself that it attaches more importance to austerity, 

short-term self-interest or political opportunism than to a substantive view of new forms of 

international cooperation.  

In an overview book on 60 years of development policy, three influential authors recently argued in 

favour of a fundamental review of development policy that should focus on: further political 

integration, broadening (e.g. through the SDGs), socialisation and a broader partnership approach, and 
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professionalisationxiv. It is clear that modernisation requires reconsideration not only with regard to 

development cooperation, but that this concerns all international policy areas.  For the time being, the 

connection between trade policy, top sector policy and development policy is negatively influenced by 

a poor framing of the policy.  

In this contribution, we state that the dominant frame of 'economic diplomacy' is not adequate for the 

ambitious objectives of Dutch foreign policy. In addition to not providing enough guidance, it is not 

very inspirational and even insufficiently linked to the real Dutch interests.  Competitors from major 

emerging countries such as India, China and Brazil are often better able to serve the "economic 

interests" of a host country (and their own). Economic diplomacy is, therefore, not as distinctive as 

some people think. Instead, we opt for the term "sustainable diplomacy" as a logical synthesis of 

traditional/classical diplomacy and economic diplomacy, with the addition of the diplomatic efforts to 

promote global public goods, as reflected in the goals for sustainable development on a global scale, 

but also with explicit responsibilities in the Netherlands proper. This is not merely about mutually 

connecting politics and business, but also about mutually connecting citizens effectively.  

The remainder of this contribution explains (1) what the concept of 'sustainable diplomacy' entails and 

how it differs from economic diplomacy, (2) how it can be applied analytically to an entire continent 

and (3) what consequences can be drawn from it for a further interpretation of policy. The continent 

we will examine first and foremost is Africa.   

 

[3] Vision development: from economic diplomacy to sustainable diplomacy 

 
Traditional diplomacy 
 
Traditional diplomacy refers to the conclusion of treaties and the establishment of diplomatic posts in 
order to optimise or maintain relations between states–especially through professional diplomats. The 
Italian diplomat  Daniele Varè provided the most realistic (cynical?) interpretation of the 'art' of 
diplomacy: 'Letting someone have it your way'.xv The diplomatic challenge is, therefore, different for 
large countries with more power than for small countries that have far fewer resources at their 
disposal. However, 'hard power' within an international state system also has its limitations. With an 
often informal and social attitude, diplomats, therefore, seek mutually acceptable solutions to the 
challenges that both states face regarding each other. With bilateral diplomacy, this can be about 
fundamental questions of war and peace between the two countries, although diplomacy can also 
relate to cultural exchanges, building friendships and looking after the interests of their own citizens 
abroad. Traditional diplomacy often focuses on the 'how' question and is of an interstate-like nature: 
with which countries must regular contacts be maintained and which diplomatic infrastructure 
(embassies, posts) is required to this end?  There is also a difference between bilateral diplomacy, in 
which differences in power between countries and geographical proximity play a significant role, and 
multilateral diplomacy, in which groups of states enter into negotiations with each other. Small (rich) 
countries were often the strongest supporters of multilateral diplomacy in the past because relatively 
more influence could be exerted there. The importance of multilateral organisations, however, seems 
to be diminishing in favour of bilateral relations, whereby the big developing countries are also gaining 
influence. See G20 initiatives, or the increasing influence of the BRIC countries–including the 
establishment of a separate BRIC development bank–and the decreasing influence of the World Bank 
and IMF. Traditional diplomacy focuses strongly on (combating) sanctions and mitigating (potential) 
conflicts.  
 
 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/895556.Daniele_Var_
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Economic diplomacy 
 
Economic diplomacy focuses more on the "what" question of diplomacy and "consists of using 
government relations and government influence to promote international trade and investment".xvi 
Economic diplomacy aims to open up markets for one's own business, and to tackle problems and 
barriers–caused by host governments–for one's 'own' companies operating abroad. Trade relations 
are usually reciprocal, although there may be an 'unequal exchange' whereby one country opens its 
borders, while the other keeps them closed or creates other (non-tariff) barriers that negatively affect 
the reciprocity of the relationship. Economic diplomacy has both sanctions and rewards.  Investment 
relations are influenced even more than trade relations by the relative economic strength of the 
sending and receiving countries. Developing countries are generally recipients of foreign investments. 
For many developing countries–particularly middle-income countries–the flow of foreign investment 
has become significantly greater over the last decade than the transfers through development 
cooperation. The role of (economic) diplomats is to facilitate their own investments as much as 
possible, without necessarily paying attention to reciprocity. Economic diplomacy requires a network 
of missions that primarily facilitates trade between countries and trade missions in which companies, 
supported by diplomats and government representatives, visit a country in order to establish economic 
ties with it. Research shows that economic diplomacy generally has a positive effect on trade and 
investment flows, although the precise effect depends on the instruments used (export credits, trade 
missions, size and occupation of the mission network). A good cost-benefit assessment about, for 
example, maintaining an extensive embassy network, appears to be difficult to achieve in this 
context.xvii 
 
 Bilateral Investment Treaties (BITs) and Double Tax Treaties (DTTs) are frequently used bilateral 

instruments that are concluded to consolidate economic relations. The exact role that these treaties 

play in establishing good economic relations is not without controversy. Instead of facilitating mutual 

trade and investment, it is often claimed that these treaties primarily defend existing interests of large 

companies. Treaties are thus, in any case, part of active economic diplomacy. They are not only closed, 

but also terminated or suspended. For example, South Africa suspended the Bilateral Investment 

Treaty with the Netherlands in 2013, partly because it perpetuated an unequal relationship.xviii Malawi 

renegotiated the Double Tax Treaty with the Netherlands. This resulted in a new treaty in 2015, 

whereby there is less opportunity to abuse the treaty to evade taxes in both countries–but especially 

in the developing country. The DTTs in particular play a role in the position and reputation of the 

Netherlands as an alleged tax haven. Developing countries have become increasingly critical of the role 

that DTTs play in channeling tax revenues from companies to low tax regimes.  Based on the example 

of Malawi, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is currently renegotiating the DTTs with 23 other countries, 

with four African countries leading the way: Ethiopia, Kenya, Zambia and Ghana.xix The sustainability 

issue plays an increasingly important role in the renegotiations. 

In economic diplomacy, governments and private companies act together. Internationally operating 

companies play an increasingly independent role, which leads to increased importance of the so-called 

'commercial' and 'corporate diplomacy'. To a certain extent, economic diplomacy can also be seen as 

the use of hard power in diplomatic relations, particularly if a country such as the Netherlands has a 

number of large multinationals at its disposal that are market leader commercially and have plenty of 

funds (investments). and knowledge.xx The discussion about the effectiveness of economic diplomacy 

is strongly coloured by the role that missions, treaties and trade missions play for Dutch business, 

based on the idea that this is also important for the Dutch economy. Based on this importance there 

is discussion, for example, about the extent to which the Netherlands should focus more on commodity 

diplomacy. A typical Dutch discussion is to what extent the use of the royal family in trade missions 

actually promotes the export of Dutch companies. It appears that permanent representation in the 
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form of an embassy has a considerably greater effect than state visits.xxixxii Multilaterally, economic 

diplomacy is conducted through the World Trade Organization or specific provisions within the World 

Bank Group or the IMF, such as MIGA (Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency): the investment 

insurance system of the World Bank group that can mitigate investment risks of specific companies. 

 

 

Sustainable diplomacy 

 

With the introduction of the concept of 'sustainable diplomacy' the emphasis shifts from (enlightened) 

political and economic self-interest of the Netherlands to a much more explicit common interest aimed 

at sustainable development on a global scale and the promotion of public goods and regimes that are 

needed to that end.  In fact, it this form of diplomacy that really asks 'for what purpose' and 'for what' 

one enters into diplomatic relations. Sustainable diplomacy is not just about generating as much 

investment and trade as possible, or having as few conflicts as possible with each other, but also 

explicitly about the quality and objectives of the relationship. For traditional and economic diplomacy, 

the tacit paradigm holds that open relationships always serve the mutual interest. It goes without 

saying that opinions are divided on this matter. What is in the interest of the United States or China 

does not have to be in the interest of an average developing country. For a smaller country such as the 

Netherlands, which has no real means of power but does have other assets, the pursuit of a common 

interest is much more a condition sine qua non for effective diplomacy. The discussion about the Dutch 

government's vision is, therefore, strongly influenced by the overall picture, the policy coherence and 

the associated vision. This requires a broadening of the stakeholder groups involved beyond states and 

companies, in the direction of citizens in particular.  

 

In the definition of Constantinou et al., sustainable diplomacy deals with the way in which the 

preconditions can be created “for the reconciliation of rival ways of living, the formation of durable 

relationships and the promotion of global peace and security”xxiii. In practice, this means harmonising 

the strategy of companies, civil society organisations (NGOs), individual citizens and (local) 

governments in order to achieve sustainable growth and development. The government and 

embassies are not only facilitators, financiers or brokers, but also have the role of active partner and 

initiator.  Sustainable diplomacy, therefore, requires different types of relations and treaties between 

countries.  

In the past, sustainability was mainly discussed multilaterally (Kyoto, Millennium Development Goals, 

Sustainable Development Goals). The question is whether this is also possible and desirable bilaterally. 

Research into bilateral treaties to which public goods ('global public goods') are more central, also 

shows positive effects on economic interactions. Environmental treaties, for example, appear to have 

a positive effect on economic interactions between countries, while greater mutual economic 

dependence has a conflict-reducing effect.xxiv Sustainable diplomacy is more explicitly focused on 

rewards linked to mutually accepted (sustainability) goals that often transcend national borders. 

Sanctions are less effective. Not taking part in the Kyoto treaties, for example, has not created any 

problems for any country, apart from a loss of legitimacy and prestige. The same applies, for example, 

to non-compliance with the international obligation to spend 0.7% of the GNP on development 

cooperation.  The idea of sustainable diplomacy has so far been applied mostly to environmental 

issues, but a stepping stone to the broader debate on 'global public goods', which are central to the 

definition of the Sustainable Development Goals, is obvious.  
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Principles of sustainable diplomacy 
 
Bilateral sustainable diplomacy distinguishes itself from economic and traditional diplomacy by the 
following characteristics: 

 More quality, less quantity. Trade policy is not only aimed at exporting as much as possible, but 
also at linking imports and exports. The explicit aim is to prevent unequal exchange relationships 
or to channel them in such a way that they become more equal in the long term. 

 More investments, less one-sided focus on trade. Trade and investment relations are interlinked. 
The nature and direction of the relationship are explicitly considered. If, for example, investments 
are only linked to exports from the recipient country, it becomes important to examine to what 
extent this is about "exploitative" investments in which raw materials and labour are chosen in a 
country solely due to low costs. If investment flows are also linked to exports, a more equal 
relationship often exists, because companies take a longer-term interest in the recipient country. 
Attention must be paid to making investments and relations in the trade chain from producer to 
consumer more sustainable.  

 More inclusive, less exclusive. Investments should ideally be linked to inclusive growth objectives 
of the recipient country, whereby employees are not only seen as cheap labour, but also as 
potential customers. Short-term interests are transformed into mutual longer-term interests. If 
sustainable diplomacy enables Dutch companies to serve broader layers of the population with 
valuable products, their license to operate can increase enormously. This can give them a 
sustainable competitive advantage, not only because of their embedding in the local communities, 
but also as a distinguishing factor from competitors who are much less willing or able to focus on 
this. Inclusiveness can also mean serving the growing middle class in developing countries, while 
carefully considering how the positive effects of this relationship can actually trickle down to the 
lower, poorer segments of society. More soft power, less hard power. (Hard power will yield less 
for a small country such as the Netherlands, in any case). 

 More (mutual) investments focused on sustainability, less subsidy only. Particularly in the 
absence of institutional, physical and intellectual infrastructure, granting subsidies can still be 
important. This applies in particular to the most fragile states. In that case, the subsidy or donation 
must be temporary and in the long term generate demonstrable social, economic and ecological 
added value for both the receiving and the providing country. In the field of global public goods in 
particular, new subsidy models will have to be developed that contain a business case, whereby 
the subsidy component can be greatly reduced in the long term and the perverse incentives for 
subsidy dependence are minimised.   

 More coordination and integration, less compartmentalisation.  Sustainable diplomacy aims to 
ensure that as few parallel processes between various policy areas as possible continue to exist 
independently of each other. Diplomacy is focused on synergy. This means that there is less 
political or economic or social control, but efforts are more integrated and focused on mutual 
sustainable development. 'Social' without institutional and economic embedding entails 
predictable continuity problems. 'Economic' without social and institutional results in insufficient 
sustainable (inclusive) development. Less self-interest, more mutual interest. Less specific, more 
universal and coherent.  

• More needs-oriented, less supply-oriented. In this respect, need is not necessarily the same as the 
market demand of a growing middle class, on which economic diplomacy is logically focused. In 
most developing countries, large need holes occur for groups of poor people who cannot 
necessarily express their needs in explicit purchasing power. This requires new arrangements and 
innovative solutions in which the interests of rich and poor, and of short term and long term, are 
more balanced.xxv Sustainable development requires linking issues that have often been 
considered isolated until now. Health cannot be considered separately from poverty; poverty and 
education are related; education and sanitation/hygiene are connected; water quality and good 
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governance are connected, etc. Embassies have a role to play in connecting needs such as 
knowledge coordinators, partners and brokers. 

• More partnerships, less specialisation. As early as the 2011 Busan intergovernmental meeting, it 
was agreed that governments, businesses and civil society organisations should develop more 
partnerships and define joint projects. With sustainable diplomacy, the initiative of the 
relationship can lie with states, companies or citizens. Real partnerships are based on 
complementary strengths and also give each party sufficient scope to further develop themselves 
and to invest in their own strengths. The partnership cannot be based on one party that only gives 
money and other parties that execute.  Financial transfers (grants) may be given temporarily, 
however, for the purpose of overcoming certain thresholds and enabling scaling up and learning. 
Philanthropic considerations only apply to very specific circumstances such as natural disasters 
and crises. Cross-sectoral partnerships are not a trade-off of various interests, but a way of bringing 
interests more in line with each other, creating common ownership and thereby having more, 
more focused and longer-lasting impact. Development cooperation (again) becomes international 
cooperation. 'Help' becomes 'partnership'. International cooperation evolves from an effort 
obligation (fixed% of GNP) to an outcome obligation (sustainable development and the provision 
of global public goods). Partnerships are aimed at strengthening these global public goods. 

 
Sustainable diplomacy therefore requires the effective use of so-called 'soft power'. It has already been 
demonstrated that the use of soft power has a positive effect on exports between countries, but in 
this case sustainable diplomacy requires that soft power is systematically linked to the sustainability 
objective.xxvi  The principles of sustainable diplomacy can be applied to the relationship between all 
countries, regardless of their level of development. However, the most profit can probably be gained 
from the relationship between developed and developing countries. The frame of the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals that has been adopted for the post-2015 agenda within the UN offers interesting 
starting points for this. However, as things stand at present, the SDGs, like the MDGs, are objectives 
without resources. The importance of sustainable diplomacy will, therefore, not diminish. 
 
 
[4] Dutch experiments in sustainable diplomacy 
 
The term 'sustainable diplomacy' is not yet being used in the official policy framework of the 
Netherlands. Ministry of Foreign Affairs employees who are responsible for international trade and 
development cooperation mostly refer to their own activities as 'economic diplomacy'. This does not 
mean, however, that no relevant experience with sustainable diplomacy has been gained. The 
Netherlands has already tried to link various policy areas around sustainability issues, albeit with mixed 
results for the time being. Four examples illustrate this in more detail.  
 
Firstly, in the 1990s, the Netherlands set up so-called "Sustainable Development Treaties" with Bhutan, 
Benin and Costa Rica. These were intended to establish more reciprocal and equal relations with a 
view to achieving sustainable growth. An important element was the full participation of a large 
number of social players (local communities, governments, NGOs, companies) in the formulation, 
planning and execution of the activities. The idea was introduced as a learning experiment and as an 
example for other countries. However, the example was not followed, and in 2005 the Dutch 
government decided to phase out the program. Analysis of the Bhutan case concludes that the 
program can be considered a 'successful failure'–successful in Bhutan but failing in the Netherlands, 
due to a lack of a common vision and a fundamentally unequal relationship between 'donor' and 
'recipient'.xxvii  In addition, a treaty proved to be an inadequate form of this new form of cooperation, 
partly due to the significant differences in interpretation between the treaty partners. Can this 
experience be used differently in the current constellation? 
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Secondly, since 2003, the Netherlands has been focusing on the so-called 3D approach whereby 

Diplomacy, Defense and Development are integrated. Military operations are linked to reconstruction, 

governance and development issues in order to offer a sustainable alternative to armed conflict in the 

longer term. A budget of € 250 million is currently allocated under the auspices of International Trade 

and Development Cooperation, but with co-decision powers for the Ministry of Defense. The intended 

countries are mainly so-called 'fragile states'. However, the integral approach of the 3D policy is under 

discussion. Points of criticism concern (1) dilution of 'real' development efforts, (2) ineffectiveness in 

achieving intended goals (see attempts in Afghanistan, for example), (3) the correct ratio between hard 

power (military) and soft power (economy, development), and (4) the quality of the strategic 

elaboration of the concept that leaves much to be desired, including with regard toxxviii  the question 

of when the instrument is best used (before, after or during a conflict). Many NGOs appear to find it 

difficult to participate in this concept in practice.xxix The integrated approach can, therefore, still be 

greatly improved.xxx 

Thirdly, the importance of partnerships is increasingly referred to in the international debate on the 

review of development policy.  Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) have been extremely popular since 

the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg (2002). Thousands of partnerships 

have now been concluded between governments, companies and NGOs. The importance of an integral 

and universal approach has been confirmed even more emphatically with the Sustainable 

Development Goals. Since 2007, so-called Schokland and Millennium Agreements have been 

concluded in the Netherlands, which involved entering into 54 very diverse partnerships. For example, 

more than € 100 million was allocated to the Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH), in which NGOs, 

companies and donors (including the Netherlands and Switzerland) work together to make raw 

materials chains more sustainable. Another example is the financing of the Access to Medicine 

Foundation, which aims to encourage pharmaceutical companies to increase access to medicines for 

poor populations, by means of rankings. State Secretary Knapen and Minister Ploumen subsequently 

initiated more policy instruments that try to link strong Dutch sectors with the needs of developing 

countries in a more focused and precise manner. The 'PPP facilities' around sustainable water and food 

security, in which more than € 300 million has been invested so far in several rounds, are particularly 

worth a mention. The so-called Dutch Good Growth Fund seeks to encourage small and medium-sized 

businesses in both the Netherlands and developing countries through a revolving fund of € 750 million 

in total.  

Finally, there are examples of successful sustainable diplomatic initiatives with a more casuistic 

character. A good example is the agreement that was concluded in 2015 between Shell Nigeria and 

leaders of the Bodo Community, on cleaning up the oil pollution in their habitat. The agreement was 

negotiated by former ambassador Bert Ronhaar and channels a much larger, more long-term and 

highly complex sustainability conflict between Shell, international NGOs, local populations and 

governments. The agreement facilitated a breakthrough in a situation that represented neither the 

interests of the local community nor those of Shell (as it happens, Shell is actively withdrawing from 

some African countries). This example shows how important individual diplomats can be in sustainable 

diplomacy, and how much achieved solutions depend on their competence to make agreements with 

multiple parties–not only with governments and/or companies, but also with representatives of the 

local population and Dutch NGOs.  The question remains how this experience in Nigeria can take a 

more structural form with regard to applications for the entire oil (and raw materials) sector and how 

it can be rolled out to other countries through the more regular channels of diplomacy.  

The examples above illustrate that the contours of sustainable diplomacy are clearly present in Dutch 

policy. Practical circumstances are unruly, however. The examples also highlight the challenges 
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involved in making the transition from economic to sustainable diplomacy. The Netherlands operates 

somewhat ambivalently in this respect. There are rumours of a 'Dutch Diamond' at the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, whereby much is expected of the pentagonal cooperation between government, 

companies, NGOs, the philanthropic sector and knowledge institutions. However, Economic Affairs and 

the policy surrounding the top sectors do not speak of a diamond, but of a 'golden triangle'. It consists 

of an alliance of knowledge institutions, government and industry. This approach keeps civil society 

organizations on the sidelines or having to fight for recognition of their position, particularly in the 

national debate.  At the same time, it is recognised that "sustainability-oriented economic diplomacy" 

strengthens the competitive position of Dutch business in areas that are in great demand in developing 

countries. This is precisely where opportunities for Dutch businesses lie vis-à-vis their competitors from 

the BRICS countries.  The Confederation of Netherlands Industry and Employers (VNO-NCW) argues in 

favour of 'sustainable development cooperation': policy aimed at the self-reliance of developing 

countries, which requires the use of the private strength of business actors, knowledge institutions 

and civil society organisations in areas in which the Netherlands excels.   

Ambiguous frames in the Dutch discourse 

“The Golden Triangle” “The Dutch Diamond” 

  

Upgraded Dutch Diamond (proposal AIV – 2017) 
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Ambiguity leads to fragmentation or lower ambitions. The Dutch Good Growth Fund, for example, is 

divided into three more or less independent policy pillars, which are managed separately and are not 

(yet) linked to each other.  The PPP facilities require co-financing organisations to take a very different 

approach to financing than their traditional financing basis. Smaller and more business-oriented 

organisations such as Solidaridad, Aqua4All or Woord en Daad (Words and Actions) in particular seem 

to benefit more from this than the big four (Oxfam-Novib, Hivos, Icco, Cordaid)xxxi.The Millennium 

agreements are generally evaluated positively, but in practice they also left a lot to be desired.xxxii 

Major initiatives such as IDH are strongly committed to making international supply chains more 

sustainable, but an evaluation by the Development Cooperation and Policy Evaluation Inspectorate 

(IOB) concluded in a review in 2014 that IDH mainly contributed to scaling up sustainability initiatives 

through certification around standards. The effects of this 'in the field' on poverty, working conditions 

and environmental degradation have proved very modest for the time being. There is still no question 

of sustainable market transformation–IDH's higher goal.xxxiii 

The 'Dutch diamond' strategy is under pressure when the main carriers of this diamond (the NGOs, but 

also certain companies) cannot simultaneously respond adequately to the new policy instruments, 

either because their budgets are subject to serious cuts or because they have not been able to adapt 

to the new reality of sustainable diplomacy quickly enough.xxxivIn addition, it is important to clarify the 

role that development organisations are supposed to play or not: will it be a diamond or a golden 

triangle? The necessary institutional adjustments are still being made within embassies and the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs in order to improve policy coherence. In 2015, for example, a new 

directorate of 'inclusive green growth' was established to better manage so-called 'nexus' projects in 

interlinked policy areas–such as water, climate, food security and energy. The implementation of the 

Sustainable Development Goals also requires similar cross connections. The Netherlands intends to 

focus on a limited number of these goals. Where the most diplomatic added value lies, remains a 

matter of discussion. 

In short, the Netherlands shows many interesting initiatives in the field of sustainable diplomacy, but 

the policy can be called fragmented to say the least. Sustainable diplomacy requires much more explicit 

emphasis on promoting cooperation between various parties, both in the Netherlands and abroad. 

Under these conditions, new and innovative solutions for existing global problems can be expected as 

a result of Dutch efforts. The embassies will play an increasingly important role as partners and much 

less as donors. The embassies will also be able to give strategic support to southern social initiatives 

for good governance in favour of inclusive growth. Multi-actor coalitions to increase investments in 

global public goods are becoming more important in any case, and the Netherlands has an enormous 

reputation in this area (the polder model). Sustainable diplomacy is not only about doing everything 

yourself, but also about facilitating, stimulating and coordinating activities that can be executed better, 

faster and more efficiently by other parties. However, little is known as yet about how the coherence 

between instruments of economic diplomacy and broader foreign policy can be improved. This holds 

particularly true for a small, open economy such as the Netherlands because budget constraints 

require choices. However, strategic cost-benefit considerations for these choices appear to be difficult 

to make. In 2012, the IOB decided to further develop this theme.xxxv 
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[5] An elaborate example: sustainable diplomacy in Africa 

In practice, strategic deployment of sustainable diplomacy requires concrete insight into the scope and 

nature of all international relations of both the Netherlands and the recipient country, in the political, 

economic and social spheres. To be able to make strategic choices and to determine where 

opportunities are being utilised or not, it is important to map out as many dimensions of this mutual 

relationship as possible. Ultimately, diplomacy mainly revolves around bilateral connections, which are 

often best placed in a more regional perspective. The 54 countries in Africa may form an illustrative 

framework within which strategic coherence can be developed and policy experiments can be assessed 

for their importance and relevance.  Africa is also interesting because treaties are currently being most 

actively renegotiated there (e.g. South Africa and Malawi) and partnerships are most actively 

concluded. Moreover, Africa is the fastest growing continent that Europe is dealing with the most, both 

positively and negatively.xxxvi Africa as a biotope of modern diplomacy, with the challenge of how to 

make the transition from traditional–via economic–to sustainable diplomacy. 

In practice, sustainable diplomacy requires at least three types of strategic assessments, namely with 

regard to the most important 'channels' of interaction, with regard to the combined scores of these 

channels and with regard to specific policy areas that are considered important by a country. If we 

consider the figures over a longer period, two dimensions can be distinguished. Firstly, an absolute 

dimension, often in the field of traditional diplomacy, in which relationships are established with 

countries based on bilateral considerations. Secondly, a composite dimension can be distinguished, 

whereby the 'logic' of the diplomatic relationship is sought, as it were. In the case of economic 

diplomacy, this is linked to the economic interests of Dutch business. In the case of sustainable 

diplomacy, this must be linked to common sustainability interests, whereby the role of NGOs and 

citizens becomes more important. These dimensions are explained in the sections below. 

Three bilateral channels 
The Netherlands has bilateral relationships with countries in Africa through three channels: (1) via 
companies, (2) via citizens and (3) via governments. A strategic assessment of these relationships–as a 
basis for sustainable diplomacy–starts by mapping them out in order to distill patterns of mutual 
dependencies, but also to identify as systematically as possible any 'holes' that may arise. To what 
extent these gaps are important is, of course, ultimately a political decision. Sustainable diplomacy, 
however, tries to substantiate this political assessment strategically and to make it less tactical or ad 
hoc. The argumentation as to why certain relationships are intensified or expanded can therefore gain 
in depth, as can the political discussion.    
 
Generally, only a part of this profile is mapped in considerations about the relationship between 
African countries and the Netherlands. This inevitably leads to fragmentation. For the period between 
2002 and 2012, we have therefore listed the most relevant key data for these three channels for the 
entire continent. For companies and economic relations, this covers trade and investment flows. For 
political relations, this covers the distribution of the diplomatic missions’ network and bilateral 
treaties. For social relations, this involves aid flows from Dutch NGOs and remittances from Africans 
working in the Netherlands to their families and communities in Africa.xxxvii 
 
 With regard to economic relations, Dutch companies do business throughout Africa, which has led to 
a fairly wide spread of exports. Although Dutch companies are active throughout the entire African 
continent, 75% of exports are concentrated in ten countries.  Imports from Africa are structurally larger 
than exports. This means there is unequal exchange. The Netherlands mainly imports raw materials–
which are more subject to fluctuations in the world market–and exports products with more added 
value–which are less sensitive to the economic situation. Imports from Africa are also more 
concentrated, with more than 85% of imports coming from 10 countries. Mutual trade (linking of 
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imports and exports) between Africa and the Netherlands focuses in particular on Nigeria, South Africa, 
Egypt, Morocco, Ghana, Angola and Libya.  
 
The entrepreneurial perspective (2002-2012) 

Foreign Direct Investments 
Reserve (2012) 

Average imports from Africa to 
the Netherlands 

Average exports from the 
Netherlands to Africa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 Legend: black blue: >10%; dark blue: 1-10% on first map; 5-10% on second and third map; medium 
blue: 1-5%; light blue: <1% or negligibly small. 
 
 
Deeper economic relationships are set up through bilateral direct investment (FDI). These appear to 
be highly concentrated in a small number of countries–Nigeria, South Africa and Egypt–where more 
than 80% of all Dutch investment in Africa is directed. The research in the run-up to the book 'Doing 
business in Africa (2013)' shows that many Dutch companies that indicated seeking a lasting 
competitive advantage in Africa are increasingly coming to the realisation that they will also have to 
enter into investment relationships and partnerships.xxxviii One of the current challenges for economic 
diplomacy is therefore to organise not only trade missions but also investment missions.   
The largest Dutch companies that not only trade with Africa but also invest there, appear to be the 
most advanced in the implementation of sustainability criteria in their own business operations. Dutch 
companies, therefore, often enjoy a more positive image in developing countries than their 
competitors from other countries. At the same time, it must be noted that no large company actually 
operates in a sustainable or inclusive manner any more. Research by MVO (CSR) Nederland also shows 
that the international social involvement of Dutch SMEs is still fairly modest.xxxix 
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  The government perspective (2014) 

Dutch diplomatic missions in 
Africa (2014) 

Double Taxation Treaties 
(2014) 

Bilateral Investment Treaties 
(2012) 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Legend: First map: red: embassy 
Second and third map: red is: present; dark brown is: ended; light brown: signed but not yet in 
operation 
 
Political relations with Africa are mainly based on the principles of traditional diplomacy.  In addition 
to old colonial ties, the Netherlands has mainly entered into diplomatic relations with African countries 
based on the size of a country and the size of its population. These, of course, are an obvious indication 
of the political importance of a country and the associated prioritisation. The key question, however, 
is to what extent full diplomatic representation is necessary or desirable. Dutch diplomatic presence 
in Africa has a clear preference for population-rich countries, but not necessarily for the most 
interesting countries as measured by, for example, economic growth or shared sustainability 
objectives. In 2015, the Netherlands had an embassy in all African countries with a population of more 
than 25 million–which amounts to 14 countries. There are 18 African countries with a population size 
of between 10 and 25 million. In terms of population size, these countries can more or less be seen as 
equal partners of the Netherlands.  The Netherlands has an embassy in 8 of these countries, while a 
further 5 countries have a Dutch consulate. Five potential equal or more equal partners no longer have 
Dutch diplomatic representation: Burkina Faso, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Niger and Somalia.  However, a 
BIT (bilateral investment treaty) has been concluded with at least two of these countries (Ivory Coast 
and Burkina Faso).  
The countries with the highest Gross National Product per capita (2015, adjusted for purchasing power 
parity) also produce an interesting picture. The two relatively richest, but also very small in terms of 
population size, African countries (Seychelles and Equatorial Guinea) have no Dutch representation or 
economic treaties. For the four following countries, with a per capita income of between $ 10,000 and 
20,000, the Netherlands only has diplomatic relations at embassy level with South Africa and Tunisia 
and not with Botswana and Gabon.  The population size of the latter two countries will have been 
decisive in this regard. According to World Bank estimatesxl, of the 20 economies with the fastest 
growth forecasts for the 2014-2017 period, 11 are African. The Netherlands has considerable 
diplomatic representation with seven of these (DR Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, Mozambique, Nigeria, 
Rwanda, Uganda, Tanzania), and no or very limited diplomatic representation with three (Burkina Faso, 
Ivory Coast, Zambiaxli).  All three had Dutch embassies in the past, but these have been phased out for 
reasons of political crisis (Ivory Coast) or austerity (Burkina Faso, Zambia). 
 
A different picture emerges from the fragile states in Africa. According to the Fund for Peace rankings, 
at least 14 African countries can be counted among the twenty most fragile states in the world in the 
last ten years.xlii Although the Netherlands has a strong ODA (Official Development Assistance) 
relationship with some of these countries (see below), diplomatic ties are much less strong. Of the 
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fragile states of the past ten years (a total of 16 countries), 7 have no diplomatic representation from 
the Netherlands. Not only small countries, but also relatively equivalent countries such as Guinea, 
Somalia, Ivory Coast and Chad are not directly covered diplomatically.   With the exception of Ethiopia, 
Nigeria and Zimbabwe, no double tax treaties (DTTs) have been concluded with fragile states. BITs 
have been concluded with a much larger number of fragile countries (8) that are also in force, usually 
facilitated by an embassy located in the country in question.  
On the multilateral side, potential risks associated with economic relations with fragile states can be 
mitigated if necessary. In particular, fragile states' membership of the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
plays a significant role there. Important outliers in Africa are Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Liberia, Libya, Somalia and South Sudan (in addition to a few smaller French colonies) that are not 
members of the WTO or have no observer status. This means that trading with these countries is 
riskier, since no international arbitration procedures are in place to settle disputes. If such a country 
falls outside of the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agreements (MIGA of the World Bank)–as is the 
case with Somalia–the country is indeed a black box from a diplomatic point of view.   
 
 
 
The citizens' perspective (2012) 

NGO involvement (measured as ODA aid to 
Africa) 

Remittances from the Netherlands to Africa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Legend: first map: dark green: >€40m; medium green: €25-40m; light green: €5-25m; very light green: 
<€5m; second map: dark green: >5%; medium green: 1-5%; light green: <1%; very light green: no data.  
 
The social relations between the Netherlands and African countries concern the relations between 
citizens themselves. These are generally shaped by Dutch NGOs that invest in countries mainly through 
Official Development Assistance (ODA), but also by expatriates who send money to their compatriots 
by means of remittances. These relationships appear to be highly complementary to economic (and in 
part also political) relationships.  
The ODA effort is strongly related to the degree of fragility and the low (er) income per capita in the 
relevant African country. Countries such as DR Congo, South Sudan, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia and 
Uganda enjoyed a clear preference among NGOs. Fragile states that nevertheless receive little ODA 
support are Guinea, Guinea Bissau and Ivory Coast. Both the economic and political involvement of 
the Netherlands in these countries is extremely low (only one country with a BIT).  
 
States that are not fragile, but that receive relatively high ODA amounts from co-financing are Ghana, 
Benin, Malawi and Mali. AMong the fast growers, Burkina Faso, Mozambique, Tanzania, Rwanda and 
Zambia also receive a relatively high ODA contribution (although often from a backlog).  
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However, budget cuts in institutional funding, in particular the largest Dutch NGOs (ICCO, Cordaid, 
Hivos and OxfamNovib–which until recently were dependent on development aid funds for more than 
80%) force these organizations to consider their 'value proposition'. This has led, for example, to ICCO 
and Cordaid moving in the direction of a 'social enterprise'. Nonetheless, many NGOs also play an 
advocacy role. In the Netherlands' sustainable diplomacy strategy, they can be an important addition 
to the possibilities for influencing the Dutch efforts, or they can be an alternative to corrupt or failing 
regimes and fill in institutional gaps. The funds that are currently being made available by the Dutch 
government for 'lobby and advocacy' as of January 2016 are considerably lower compared with the 
previous financing arrangements. None of the major NGOs were able to continue all activities at the 
same level as before: in the period 2009-2015, budgets were reduced regardless of the fact that other 
sources of funding were used. The substantial restructuring also has consequences for their country 
portfolio. OxfamNovib, for example, has announced that it will halt all initiatives in Rwanda, Sudan and 
Zimbabwe. ICCO is withdrawing from South Africa. As a result, a part of the complementarity with 
regard to the economic and political relations in the Netherlands' country portfolio of the Netherlands 
will disappear. The question is whether companies and smaller NGOs can or should jump into the 
resulting gap.xliii 
 
  The largest transfers from the Netherlands to Africa–remittances–are mainly to Morocco, Nigeria and 
Egypt. However, for some smaller countries, such as Cape Verde or Ghana, the relative importance of 
remittances for the local economy may be even greater. More and more countries in Africa are trying 
to establish a link with their emigrated compatriots through an active diaspora policy. Sustainable 
diplomacy tries to make this link economically sustainable. There are many diaspora initiatives in the 
Netherlands with the potential to further develop this relationship, although many of the activities are 
aimed at policymakers and NGOs, rather than at companies.xliv In addition, a second-generation 
diaspora is emerging: African students who are studying in the Netherlands and looking for 
entrepreneurial solutions for their parents' original home countries.xlv 
 
 A final social category naturally concerns refugees and migrants who come to Europe. The flow of 
migrants comes mainly from fragile states or countries in a state of conflict. African economic refugees 
to the Netherlands mainly come from Nigeria (to which many remittances are sent back). At the 
moment, political refugees from Africa mainly come from Somalia and Eritrea. In May 2015, the 
Minister for International Trade and Development Cooperation announced that €50 million would be 
made available for economic development in Africa, which should ensure that in the long-term, boat 
refugees will not try to reach mainland Europe. The argumentation for this policy has clear traits of 
sustainable diplomacy: tackling problems at the source, with mutual interests and longer-term impact 
as the starting point.xlvi The implementation, however, is heavily criticized precisely because of the 
chosen country portfolio and the size of the budget. The €50 million comes from the Dutch Good 
Growth Fund, but the countries on which the aid is concentrated are Senegal, Ghana and Tunisia.xlvii 
These are not exactly the main sources of refugees, nor are they fragile states. The Netherlands does, 
however, have good diplomatic and economic relations with these countries. The Netherlands has no 
direct diplomatic representation in Eritrea or Somalia.   
 
Sustainability through linking?  
Sustainable diplomacy must be aimed primarily at establishing certain links between social, political 
and economic spheres and must particularly try to make connections where they are desirable from a 
strategic point of view, but do not yet exist or cannot yet be shaped. Table 1 shows an initial survey of 
this logic by correlating eight important outcome variables of sustainable diplomacy in a simple 
manner: in trade and investment flows, financial transfers from citizens (remittances) or via NGOs and 
through treaties and diplomatic posts. Table 1 builds on the information already contained in the 
figures.  
The correlation number (between 0 and 1) indicates the general degree of dependence between the 
two variables. More important, however, is the extent to which this relationship is 'significant'. The 
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table indicates by means of an asterix to what extent a relationship applies at the 10% significance 
level. Two variables with the same level of (in) significance can still differ from each other in terms of 
intensity. Since the number of observations is relatively limited and static, this technique remains fairly 
coarse and can only provide an initial indication of relationships and gaps in the relationships.   
 

Table 1 Correlations in the relationship between the Netherlands and Africa (2002-2012) 

 
Exports appear to play the most important role in all bilateral economic relations with Africa. The 

average exports (from the Netherlands to Africa) are positively and statistically significantly related to 

imports, remittances, diplomatic missions, double tax treaties (DTT) and investments. The economic 

links are the strongest.  The presence of diplomatic missions and investment treaties is less important 

in this respect than the existence of tax treaties. Imports appear to be significant, but much less 

strongly connected with foreign investments than exports. The importance of diplomatic missions is 

more or less the same here. Bilateral treaties appear to be less relevant for imports at the moment. 

This is an indication of an unequal exchange situation which we might be able to label as successful 

economic diplomacy, but certainly not sustainable diplomacy. Sustainable diplomacy requires a strong 

(er) relationship between trade and investments. It is present from a macro-economic perspective, but 

the question is whether this is also the case at the entrepreneurial level. In order to investigate this 

further, it would be advisable to check with entrepreneurs, per sector and per country, what type of 

treaties are needed to mitigate the risk of investments in a sustainable presence. 

Companies trade (leading to imports and exports) and make investments in Africa (foreign direct 

investments). With regard to trade, there are mutual relationships; for investments, the relationship 

is primarily focused from the Netherlands to Africa (with a few minor exceptions). The link between 

exports and NGO aid flows appears to be very limited. This can be seen as a gap in the sustainable 

relationship between the Netherlands and Africa. After all, in those countries where much help is given 

through the NGO sector–and where Dutch NGOs have also built up much knowledge about the 

situation of the local population–a better match with Dutch products (top sectors?) could perhaps be 

made, as a result of which exports to and investments in those countries can increase. As the NGO aid 

flows are significantly linked to the presence of diplomatic missions, the lack of matching cannot be 

attributed to the lack of diplomatic capacity.   

The presence of diplomatic missions is generally also a very important condition to facilitate trade 

flows, remittances and NGO aid flows. Tax treaties go together well with exports to Africa, but prove 

    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

          

1 Average Exports  1        
2 Average imports 0.6917* 1       
3 Remittances 0.5370* 0.3056 1      
4 DTT (taxes) 0.5142* 0.3004  0.4734* 1     
5 BIT (investments) 0.2247 0.1822 0.5715* 0.2463 1    
6 Diplomatic missions 0.3893*  0.4197*  0.4094* 0.4063* 0.5399* 1   
7 BDI stock 0.8816*  0.4835*  0.3436* 0.3545* 0,1137 0,1911 1  
8 NGO aid flows 0.033 -0.014 0.0325 0.2072 0.3338 0.3839* 0.0777 1 

*significant at 10% level 
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much less important when it comes to imports. This is an indication of the 'hub' function of the 

Netherlands, in which tax treaties for foreign companies play an important role in developing outward-

looking economic activities towards Africa (exports and investments) from their Dutch location. Re-

negotiation of double tax treaties currently takes place mainly with African countries. They could 

become a subject of sustainable diplomacy. Of the 23 tax treaties that the Netherlands has concluded 

worldwide, 10 were with African countries.  Investment treaties, however, appear or turn out to be far 

less relevant for companies to settle in or trade with African countries. Investments by Dutch 

companies in Africa seem to take place to a large extent outside bilateral investment treaties and 

diplomatic missions. We have already seen in a previous study that Dutch companies have ambitions 

to operate more inclusively in Africa. This is always accompanied by a combination of trade and 

investment and is an excellent test bed for the application of sustainable diplomacy principles. 

However, the Netherlands' range of instruments, in particular in the field of investments and 

investment treaties, will have to be examined more closely. Interestingly, it is precisely in the field of 

bilateral investment treaties that diplomatic missions have been the most active. Relatively speaking, 

BITs represent the strongest correlation diplomatically, but they have had the least demonstrable 

effect on trade or investment flows. There appears to be a connection with remittances; a connection 

to investigate further. 

The NGO aid flows are a variable that is not significantly correlated to any economic relationship (in 

addition to the presence of diplomatic missions). This shows that the NGO channel is clearly 

complementary to the entrepreneur's channel. However, it also points to an inadequate link between 

the NGO aid flows and the other components of diplomacy. Remittances are strongly linked to exports 

and investments from the Netherlands to African countries. Remittances and NGOs aid flows are 

mainly complementary.  

Countries' poverty level appears to be an important explanatory variable. There is even a negative 

(though not significant) correlation between aid flows and imports from the relevant African countries. 

In sustainable diplomacy terms, a clear 'gap' therefore emerges here, and thus a clear point for 

attention for further policy. 

Focus areas for sustainable diplomacy can be identified on the basis of this type of correlation: new 

initiatives may be needed to create a clearer link between social, trade and investment. If new 

initiatives are asked to link aid flows more to economic diplomacy, it would be important to examine 

to what extent in areas of new policy (see below) that link can be made for fragile and low-income 

countries in particular. The remittances of the emigrated Africans present in the Netherlands appear 

to be an underutilised channel. By involving entrepreneurial expatriates from prioritised countries 

more in the policy, new channels of reciprocal relationships can be created. The table shows that the 

institutional preconditions (treaties and the like) are already present for the countries with which the 

Netherlands has the most intensive remittance relationship.  

Specific policy areas 
Important criteria for sustainable diplomacy are attention to quality, a focus on sustainable 
development and a more detailed interpretation of partnerships between the government, companies 
and NGOs (and groups of citizens).  In recent years, the Netherlands have embraced the instrument of 
PPPs, in particular for food security and sustainable water. The food and water sectors have been 
identified as top sectors, making the link with the Dutch interests relatively easy. However, the 
implementation of these PPP policy instruments is far from somple. xlviiiWhen strategically assessing 
the role of these projects for sustainable diplomacy in Africa, it is important–in addition to the 
substantive dimensions–to examine the patterns that arise in countries, in partnerships and in 
projects.  
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Since their introduction in 2012, the PPP facilities have initiated hundreds of proposals until mid-2015 
of which a limited part (approximately 15-20 %) was eventually selected on the basis of fairly detailed 
criteria (a partnership and project check), which show important similarities with characteristics of 
sustainable diplomacy: a business case, a fully-fledged partnership between NGO, government and 
companies, common sustainability goals, a clear need of the recipient country, the embassy (mostly) 
as a partner and not only as a donor, a good intervention logic.  The organisation of the two facilities–
including the selection and recruitment of partnerships–therefore provides an initial indication of the 
extent to which the Netherlands has already managed to put sustainable diplomacy into practice in 
two important areas.   
The embassy often played an important role in the selection of proposals, sometimes as the initiator 
of a project, and almost always as a co-assessor of the feasibility of partnerships (after a partnership 
had met a number of minimum requirements). At the same time, RVO had an important role to play 
as the implementing organisation. The awarded projects (see Table 2) reflect the support for 
sustainable diplomacy in the Netherlands: the interest of parties in the Netherlands in submitting 
projects, the extent to which they have succeeded in applying the new principles of sustainable 
diplomacy at a sufficiently high-quality level and the willingness and ambition of the Dutch government 
and embassies to steer this process in the right direction. The actual effectiveness of this new approach 
will only become apparent over the course of the coming years. 
 
Table 2 lists the more than sixty African PPP projects that have been selected and started since 2012 
in two successive tranches of the Food Security and Private Sector Development Fund (FDOV) and the 
Sustainable Water Fund (FDW), which has been given a separate tranche, Ghana Wash Window, for 
Ghana).    
 
Table 2: sustainable diplomacy in practice: partnership projects started in water, food, private sector 

development (2012-2015) 

 

Country Food security and private sector 
development 

Sustainable water Total 
projects 

FDOV 1 FDOV2 FDW1 FDW2/GWW 

Benin  1 (b)*  1 (b) 2 

Burkina Faso  1 (b)*, 1(b)*   2 

Burundi 1 (a) 1 (a)   2 

DR Congo 1 (a)    1 

Egypt  1 (b)   1 

Ethiopia 6 (a)*; 1 (b)* 2(a), 2(b) 1 (c)   12 

Ghana 2 (a) 1 (d) 1 (a), 1 (b) 5(a); 3(b);1(c); 1(d) 15 

Kenya 3 (a)*; 2 (b)*; 1 (d)  1(a); 2(b) 1 (b) 1 (a) 11 

Malawi 1 (b) 1 (b) 1 (b)  3 

Mali 1 (a) 1 (b)*   2 

Mozambique 1 (b)   1 (c)  2 

Uganda    1 (a) 2 

Rwanda 2 (a)  1 (c)   3 

Tanzania 2 (a)*; 1 (b)  1 (b)  4 

Zimbabwe  1 (a)   1 

South Africa 1 (a)  1 (a) 1 (b) 3 

Source: PrC/Partnerships Resource Centre. 
Legend: *project covering multiple countries (Kenya/Tanzania and Ethiopia; Burkina Faso and 
Benin/Mali) 
Lead partner: (a) entrepreneur; (b) NGO; (c) semi-government; (d) knowledge institution 
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Accepted projects appear to come mainly from countries where there is a Dutch embassy.  All projects 
are multi-stakeholders, often with participation of companies, NGOs, semi-governmental institutions 
(especially in water projects) and knowledge institutions. Only two countries (Burkina Faso and 
Malawi) had no embassy participation and only one did not have a consulate. The bilateral nature of 
most projects is also striking. Only in a few cases were several countries involved in the project: two 
neighbouring countries were involved in two cases and in one case three neighbouring countries (the 
so-called GAIN project, in which DSM acts as an important partner).  
The spread of selected projects among various stakeholders is remarkable: companies are in charge in 
33 projects, but in 24 projects NGOs are in charge. More and more NGOs are emerging in the 
Netherlands that present themselves as 'social entrepreneurs' and try to increase their impact through 
partnerships with, often large, Dutch companies. The PPP facility appears to play, or will play, an 
important role in this respect. Semi-governments (4) and knowledge institutions (1) take a leading role 
much less often.  
 
There is a strong concentration of projects in three countries: Ethiopia, Kenya and Ghana. Not only was 
the embassy very active for these three countries, many projects were also submitted by both 
companies and NGOs. The number of projects that were rejected in the selection procedure in these 
countries was also relatively high. Nearly all other countries that score well fall into the fast-growing 
category, although most of them fall into the low-income category.  Fragile states prove difficult to 
mediate, although a few projects succeeded in Burundi, DR Congo and Uganda.  Notable laggards are 
large countries such as Nigeria and rapid growers such as Ivory Coast and Zambia. Relatively large 
countries such as Uganda, Egypt and South Africa also score particularly low. In addition, the 
potentially interesting group of expatriates in the Netherlands is rarely used, as evidenced by the 
virtually non-existent score for Egypt, Nigeria and Morocco. 
 
It also appears easier to apply the principles of sustainable diplomacy to themes such as food security 
than to themes such as water. Regarding food security, a link can often be made with markets and 
business cases. In such cases, partnerships are aimed at setting up international chains more 
sustainably and 'fairly'. The role of governments in such partnerships can remain relatively modest. 
NGOs such as Solidaridad appear to play an important role in this respect.  
Only in the second instance (in the second tranche) did the larger Dutch NGOs participate more 
intensively in setting up project proposals. Sustainable diplomacy also requires that NGOs start taking 
new initiatives. It is more difficult to set up sustainable projects in the case of water projects than in 
the case of a theme such as food safety. This results, therefore, in fewer submitted and approved 
projects. More than food safety, water is a 'public good', whereby governments will have to continue 
to bear part of the financial coverage of projects. Projects from the Sustainable Water Fund with a 
more 'private' character, such as sanitation and hygiene projects, appear to be easier to organise 
privately. Semi-public organisations such as Vitens Evides International play an important role in water 
projects in particular.   
Many rejected projects appear to have been set up by organisations that still work from the old 
(subsidy-driven) paradigm. This is also the case for reputable organisations that have won their spurs 
in these areas as a consultant, knowledge institution, entrepreneur or NGO. It is, therefore, far from 
simple to actually make a success of a concrete policy instrument of sustainable diplomacy such as the 
PPP facilities. The gaps are not only on the side of the government or in specific countries, but also on 
the side of the other parties that have to cooperate. However, the first steps have been taken, with 
more than 60 PPP projects currently spread across Africa, which will yield much information about the 
preconditions for sustainable diplomacy. 
 
An agenda for sustainable diplomacy in Africa 
This paper has argued that further framing of Dutch international policy is needed. The concept of 
'sustainable diplomacy' meets the need to link policy areas more, and more strategically, with each 
other and to select more clearly based on the economic, political and social importance of the 
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Netherlands in its long-term relationship with other countries. Smart and pragmatic linking of policy 
areas is above all in the mutual interest of the Netherlands and developing countries. Inclusive and 
sustainable growth requires innovative solutions in particular, in which representatives of the 
government, companies and social groups work together to meet unfulfilled social needs. The initiative 
may vary from country to country. If the Netherlands learns how to handle this type of diplomacy 
properly, this could lead to substantial long-term competitive advantages, precisely because the 
diplomatic effort lies with several parties. The challenge for the Dutch government lies in linking these 
parties to each other on the basis of the right indicators and with the right incentives.  
This paper showed the components of which sustainable diplomacy can consist and on the basis of 

which type of indicators useful overviews can be created. Based on this, further policy can be 

formulated and it can be determined where investments are needed. Sustainable diplomacy has long 

since ceased to be the prerogative of governments. It is precisely in interaction with companies and 

NGOs, occasionally supported by knowledge institutions, that sustainable diplomacy finds its added 

value. This requires a different role from the government. 'Less subsidy, more investments', for 

example, is difficult to combine with unfocused budget cuts. Investments in one's own capacities are 

also necessary, because this type of diplomacy cannot be developed automatically. But much more 

than economic or 'regular' diplomacy, sustainable diplomacy seems to promote the competitive 

position of a small country such as the Netherlands–with highly complementary but powerful groups.  

During an internal discussion with the Dutch ambassadors in Africa on the application of sustainable 

diplomacy, a significant number of fields of tension came up for discussion. Ambassadors were 

confronted with major coordination problems, divisions and prejudices, different interests, the 

importance of a correct mix of the expertise of the posts, complicated implementation modalities, the 

tension between untied and tied aid, overpriced products from top sectors, how to combine different 

roles and not to get stuck in the role of subsidy provider, the time-consuming nature of cooperation, 

issues with reciprocity of the relationship–especially with regard to market access in Europe–and 

corruption. The ambassadors also emphasised that an important precondition for sustainable 

diplomacy is the willingness to have a long-term presence in a country and to invest and develop 

knowledge. This requires clear strategic frameworks, but also a switch in thinking and acting for many 

NGOs and many companies, which until now have treated the government primarily as a subsidy 

provider rather than as a potential partner. This limits the possibilities for taking risks and sharing 

responsibilities.  Sustainable diplomacy is most effective if the partnerships can effectively build new 

institutions that close the gaps in developing countries to achieve sustainable growth in a productive 

and constructive way. Institutional space creates challenges as well as opportunities. 

To illustrate attempts to address the coordination problems mentioned above, this paper has 

specifically discussed the relationship with Africa. This showed that interesting initiatives are currently 

underway, but also that some gaps still exist in the country portfolio and in the alignment with Dutch 

top sector policy, and that parties are not contributing sufficient quality to organise truly innovative 

partnerships with impact. Particularly in a number of African countries that are considered to be fragile 

or poorly developed, certain opportunities are not being used. This paper is, therefore, also a plea to 

further develop the introduced principles and techniques of sustainable diplomacy and to 

systematically collect the relevant data in order to learn from the experiences already gained, which 

incidentally are rather plentiful. It would do no harm to experiment morexlix with current policy 

instruments, including in areas other than water and food security.  

Scientifically interesting initiatives are also underway, albeit hardly in the Netherlandsl. David Wellham 

was one of the first people to use the word 'sustainable diplomacy' in a book published by Palgraveli, 

although a link is made between ecology, religion and ethics in relationships between Christians and 

Muslims. One of the pioneers that is closer to the core of this contribution is Bo Kjellénlii, who wrote a 
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book at Routledge that advocates a new form of sustainable diplomacy to achieve global development 

goals. Moomaw and colleagues from Tufts University and the World Bank recently published an 

interesting impetus for a similar discussion in the magazine Global Policy in the United States, 

emphasising the negotiating capacities of sustainable diplomatsliii. Other recent studies encompass so-

called 'environmental diplomacy' to ensure world peaceliv. However, these are all very much still in 

their infancy. An interesting recent find was a Master's thesis by a student in Prague, Pavel Dostal, who 

wrote a study on Dutch experiences with sustainable diplomacy, and uses the theme map on 

sustainable diplomacy that was published by the Africa Study Center in 2014 as result of the first 

collaboration project between ASC Leiden and the Partnerships Resource Centerlv.  

 

 

 



24 
 

[6] A further mapping exercise: sustainable diplomacy towards Latin America 
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