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Introduction: accidentally becoming the largest donor in the world
Notwithstanding alarming news magazine pieces about the state, resilience and future
of its economy, Germany ended the year 2025 as the third largest economy in the world,
after the USA and China and only slightly ahead of Japan. At the start of that same
year, the new US administration introduced a wave of executive orders that included
the dismantling of USAID, until then the largest development cooperation agency
worldwide. The executive order resulted in a mass cancellation of programmes and
staff contracts worldwide and immediate adverse effects on the programmes intended
beneficiaries. Only a small number of remaining USAID programmes were continued

under the management of the State Department.

Germany was the second-ranking provider of Official Development Assistance (ODA)
in 2024, and it is expected that preliminary OECD figures for 2025 that are due in
April 2026 will rank it as the largest ODA provider in the world. That leading position
is assumed in a shrinking landscape: in June 2025 the OECD projected that collective
ODA of all providers would fall by anywhere between 9% and 17%, after having
already shrunk by 9% the year before. Germany had also made small cuts to its ODA
budget in recent years, with the largest by far being a 53% reduction of its spending
on humanitarian aid from 2024 to 2025. Yet its ODA cuts have been less dramatic and
abrupt than those of the US, as well as budgetary cuts introduced by France and the

United Kingdom.

Plenty of publications explore the reasons behind and motivations for making such
ODA cuts, where they are made and how different OECD members compare to one

another. Some point out how many OECD states had managed to maintain these



large budgets during the past decade and a half by taking up an increasing number of
new responsibilities and objectives. Key examples include the increasing expenditure
on in-country refugee costs, mainly reported as ODA by European countries, or by
expenditure on “global public bads"” such as epidemics and climate disasters. Another
example is the considerable level of European financial support to Ukraine, which led to
the country becoming the largest recipient of ODA in history in 2024. The proliferation
of goals and objectives pursued by the ODA budget also gave rise to a growing gap
between what the general public thinks is done in development cooperation, and that

what is actually being done.

For this reason, international development actors have made efforts to revitalise
the overarching narrative for international development policy. Given the stark
heterogeneous portfolio of actions funded through ODA budgets, the elaboration and
communication of such a narrative helps to convey and defend what all these actions
ultimately contribute too, and explain the role of development policy vis-a-vis other

areas of public policy.

Germany'’s current federal government entered office in the late spring of that same
eventful year 2025. Unlike most members of the OECD, in Germany development policy
is not primarily shaped by the ministry of foreign affairs, but is led by a full cabinet rank
development minister that oversees the federal ministry of economic cooperation and
development (BMZ). In 2024, this ministry managed the majority of Germany's ODA
budget, with the rest administered by other ministries or concerning other ODA-eligible
expenditures such contributions to the EU budget and domestic refugee expenditure.
As one of her first actions after assuming the leadership of the BMZ, the new minister
brought together ministry officials from different directorates general into a new
‘reform unit’. For more than half a year, the staff in the unit would consult with various
stakeholders and prepare ideas for a reform plan that would subsequently be endorsed

and presented by the minister.

BMZ's reform: a bit of context

Before analysing the content of the reform plan itself, it is important to contextualise
the BMZ reforms by describing how and to what extent change happens in a country
like Germany with its own unique history, civil service and political culture. Public
governance and politics are generally recognised for being pragmatic and consensus-
oriented, and change is typically incremental in nature. Government coalitions have
been stable and early elections are the exception rather than the rule. The federal state
structures and representation, as well as the relative independence of government
ministries guaranteed by its constitution are among the institutional features that help

explain these patterns of governance.

Germany also avails of a detailed - if also fragmented - system for designing and
managing its bilateral development cooperation, which in addition to the two largest
organisations of GIZ (for technical cooperation) and KfW (for financial cooperation)

features a minor galaxy of other state and non-state actors that are involved in shaping



and delivering the budgetary resources managed by the BMZ. These include specialised
implementing agencies, churches, civil society as well as independent foundations

linked to Germany's major political parties with their own overseas representations.

Another key contextual factor is the debate about development cooperation within
German society, which in 2024 after years of relative obscurity and tacit societal
support became a more frequent subject of debate in the (online) media. During the
previous government several parties started to engage more critically with development
cooperation, with one particular project involving the construction of a short bicycle
lane in Peru entering a seemingly endless loop of debate within the German media.
Large farmer protests in Berlin in January 2024 also featured a recurring frame that the
German government was underspending domestically and overspending outside its
borders. Both frames and media spin suggested a false incoherence whereby Germany
was giving other countries those things it is reluctant to provide its own taxpayers with.
Hence, discussions on reforming and revitalising German development cooperation

already predated the current government’s efforts.

A final aspect to highlight is that in the coalition negotiations that began in October 2024
and ended with the new chancellor securing a majority in the parliament (Bundestag)
on 6 May 2025, there were disagreements between the two parties as to whether the
BMZ should be maintained as a standalone Ministry or subsumed into the ministry
of foreign affairs. Linked to this was the decision whether there should continue to
be an independent cabinet-rank minister charged with economic cooperation and
development within the German government. This discussion had also come up during
previous government coalition negotiations, yet it is generally held that the decision to

discontinue the BMZ as an independent ministry was closer than ever this time around.

Reform expectations

The BMZ presented its reform strategy on Monday 12 January 2026, in the form of a
28 page document written in German that consisted of a foreword by the minister and
further details on future priorities and policy choices. The minister further discussed
the plans with journalists during a press conference on the same day, while a two-page
summary in English was published on the ministry’s website a few days later (and linked
to at the end of this piece). The reform plan will guide further actions by the ministry,
which among others include a reorganisation to be completed before the summer of this
year, and the appointment of a development-policy oriented North-South Commission
to further investigate future policy options by a group of independent experts. In that
sense, the reform plan marks an intermediate point in time and will guide further reform

dynamics and initiatives, as opposed to being the conclusion of that reform process.

Given the domestic and international context, it is important to emphasise that in
addition to driving a substantive and financial reform —in the form of communicating new
priorities on the what and how (much) of its cooperation — the reform plan also reflects
a discursive shift and presents a new narrative on Germany's development policy.

Although the reform plan reflects both functions, these need not to be fully coherent



in practice, because of the diverse objectives and audiences that they address. The
substantive and financial reforms predominantly address the actors within the system,
setting out new policy priorities and some changes in terms of thematic focus in various
regions. The discursive reforms instead reflect changes in how the BMZ and its minister
will communicate the essence of Germany's development policy to domestic and

international audiences, including politics and the media.

The minister's foreword and overall narrative presented in the reform plan emphasises
that the strength of Germany's development policy is found in its continuity and long-
term approach, spanning over six decades of cooperation experience. In terms of a
discursive shift, the plan is more outspoken and explicit in positioning development
policy as being in Germany'’s national interest — which of course it has been from the
onset — by arguing that the country’s peace, security and welfare depends on its
relations and partnerships with the global south. From this perspective, the minister
emphasises that international solidarity should not be regarded as a moral luxury but as
a strategic necessity. The minister further emphasises that development policy is both
an expression of responsibility towards the current and future generations, as well as —
together with defense and foreign policy — an integral component of Germany'’s security
policy. It is these and other new discursive accents that seek to reposition development

policy both within the German political landscape and societal debate.

When it comes to the substantive and financial reforms, the reform plan defines four
overall goals for its development policy: (1) ending hunger, poverty and inequality, (2)
promoting long-term peace and stability, (3) facilitating economic cooperation and (4)
strengthening strategic alliances and the multilateral system. Within each of these four
areas, further policy accents and reforms are expressed and taken forward. Among
many others, these include a stronger focus on the German private sector, a shift of
grant-based cooperation towards Least-Developed Countries, a greater focus on
working with civil society organisations and finally efficiency-focused reforms within the

German development cooperation system.

While ambitious in expression, it is generally said that paper is patient. The reform
plan presents the minister's ambition for the repositioning and reform of German
development policy, and the coming months will show to what extent and how the main
priorities it sets out will be translated into practice. Given the world’s geopolitical and
economic volatility, other nations will keep a keen eye on how Germany fares in this

respect. ®

Link to the English two-pager summarizing the BMZ reform plan:
https://www.bmz.de/en/ministry/shaping-the-future-together-globally-282836
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https://www.kdi.re.kr/share/noticeView?bd_no=46753&pp=10&year=&bd_nm=%EC%A7%80%EC%8B%9D%EA%B3%B5%EC%9C%A0%EB%B8%8C%EB%A6%AC%ED%94%84&ntc_type=002002001001&ntc_type=002002001002&ntc_type=002002001005&ntc_type=002002001003&pg=2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sG2VFwirzgg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BTILF8PO__c
https://www.kdi.re.kr/share/noticeView?bd_no=45847&pp=10&year=&bd_nm=%EC%A7%80%EC%8B%9D%EA%B3%B5%EC%9C%A0%EB%B8%8C%EB%A6%AC%ED%94%84&ntc_type=002002001001&ntc_type=002002001002&ntc_type=002002001005&ntc_type=002002001003&pg=2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hUiEq7vG5iU&embeds_referring_euri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kdi.re.kr%2F&source_ve_path=Mjg2NjY&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OKLVrttRdx4&t=3s
https://www.kdi.re.kr/share/noticeView?bd_no=45366&pp=10&year=&bd_nm=%EC%A7%80%EC%8B%9D%EA%B3%B5%EC%9C%A0%EB%B8%8C%EB%A6%AC%ED%94%84&ntc_type=002002001001&ntc_type=002002001002&ntc_type=002002001005&ntc_type=002002001003&pg=2
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