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South-South cooperation is a form of development assistance in which all of the partners involved are developing countries.  Developing countries have long pursued political solidarity as well as promoting mutual economic and technical cooperation alongside Northern-led development assistance. (Rosseel et al. 2009: 16)  Some countries have participated in South-South cooperation for many years – Cuba, for example, has operated extensive health programmes in Africa since the 1960s (Blunden 2008) – but recently others such as China, India, Brazil, and South Africa have emerged as significant providers of development assistance.

South-South cooperation is appealing on many grounds.  It inherently means Southern countries taking ownership of development and leading technical cooperation, a goal which is espoused by development agencies around the world.  It promotes the transfer of practical experience among contexts that, while certainly differing, often share characteristics and constraints, and Southern solutions to development problems can often be better adapted to local conditions than Northern-inspired solutions. (Rosseel et al. 2009: 18; Fordelone 2009: 7)  Perhaps most appealing to some, South-South cooperation “lacks the overtones of cultural, political, and economic hegemony that is sometimes associated with traditional North-South aid.” (Rosseel et al. 2009: 19)

South-South cooperation is increasing, partly due to economic growth which has enabled an increasing number of countries to engage in cooperation (UNDP 2007: 2-3), but opportunities seem to be strongest for middle-income countries and tend to exclude the least-developed countries, landlocked developing countries, and small island states. (Rosseel et al. 2009: 19; UNDP 2007: 3-4)  There are now many mechanisms for promoting and coordinating South-South cooperation, including global mechanisms like the Group of 77 and China, the Non-Aligned Movement, and the United Nations, regional mechanisms such as the African-Asian Sub-Regional Organization Conference (AASROC) and Smart Partnership Initiatives, and many multilateral and bilateral partnerships. (UNDP 2005)

“Triangular” or South-South-North cooperation is a mode of cooperation in which projects are led and implemented by two or more Southern countries with financial or technical support from a Northern partner or a multilateral organisation.  This attempts to take advantage of the strengths of South-South cooperation, such as well-adapted expertise and lower costs than Northern-provided technical assistance, use the comparative advantages of each Southern partner, and also leverage the resources and knowledge that wealthy donors can bring to bear. (Fordelone 2009: 7-8)  However, such programmes have to be designed with care in order to reinforce Southern ownership and avoid Northern dominance. (Rosseel et al. 2009: 26-27)

One example of triangular cooperation that is interesting for its diversity is the Programme of South-South Cooperation in Sustainable Development among Benin, Bhutan, and Costa Rica managed by Fundecooperación para el Desarrollo Sostenible.  The programme involves three Southern country partners, on three different continents, with the Netherlands as a Northern sponsor.  Considerable barriers were faced from the beginning: the countries are culturally diverse, do not share any common language, span 12 time zones, and have very different national mechanisms for organising their participation in the programme.  However, despite the challenges, the programme has successfully identified many opportunities for each of the partners to learn from the others in a variety of ways and currently operates 27 innovative projects in a range of sectors.  As just one example, this past July mushroom growers from Bhutan visited the mountains of central Costa Rica to lead workshops on mushroom cultivation and help develop new sustainable economic opportunities for communities in the region.  In return, the Costa Rican National Institute of Biodiversity provided training to improve Bhutanese capacity to systematically identify, catalogue, and preserve biodiversity.  (Feoli 2009; Fundecooperación 2009; Arias 2009)

Several factors have contributed to the success of the Benin-Bhutan-Costa Rica programme.  A clear set of principles and regulations, including strict evaluation criteria, were set out from the beginning, and the programme has enjoyed high-level support as it was an outcome of the 2002 Johannesburg Earth Summit.  The Northern partner, the Dutch government, takes a hands-off approach and although it is kept informed of progress, it does not intervene in operations and does not even participate in management board meetings in order to avoid influencing decisions, so projects are truly selected and implemented by the Southern partners.  Administration of the programme has been delegated to an existing NGO with strong project management experience and capacity, which has promoted flexibility and efficient operations with a minimum of political influence. (Feoli 2009)

The 2008 Accra Agenda for Action encourages South-South and triangular cooperation, and both modes are likely to continue growing in importance as middle-income Southern countries increase their provision of development assistance and all parties pursue the goal of increasing Southern leadership in development.  However, in order to make the most of these modes of cooperation, several challenges must be overcome, including the difficulties of facilitating coordination among partners, ensuring Southern leadership in triangular arrangements, and scaling up such cooperation. (Fordelone 2009: 8-9)  The Brazilian government, for example, notes that some countries lack mechanisms for coordinating international cooperation, emphasises the need to integrate projects into local and national priorities and the importance of beneficiaries being active participants and not “mere spectators”, and describes triangular cooperation as requiring “time consuming routines” although concluding that despite challenges, it holds great potential. (Brazil 2008)

These challenges are being tackled in several ways.  To address the need for coordination, many global and regional coordinating arrangements have been created, or existing frameworks used where available, but there is still a demand for improving mechanisms for coordinating and facilitating these modes of cooperation.  Ensuring Southern leadership in triangular arrangements implies that Northern partners must exercise restraint and while they might be involved in creating initial frameworks for cooperation, they should recuse themselves from operational decisions, and enable and encourage Southern partners to lead without interference.  South-South and triangular cooperation initiatives tend to be project-based and limited in scope and scale, perhaps because these modes of cooperation are relatively new and require a leap of faith on the part of traditional donors, but as experience and comfort with these modes grows, it may be possible to scale them up.  Triangular cooperation is likely to be most effective when ownership by the beneficiaries is assured, projects are aligned with local priorities, partners’ roles and responsibilities are clear, and procedures are harmonised. (Fordelone 2009: 9-15)  In these respects, South-South and triangular cooperation are no different from other modes of development assistance.  The challenges of ownership, alignment, and coordination remain difficult ones across all areas of international development.
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